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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Standing on the Chaanisar Bridge, Jon felt as though a colony of fire ants scurried across his limbs. Several weeks had passed since their rescue from DLC station, yet he still couldn’t get used to the fact that he was on a Chaanisar ship. After a lifetime fighting against them he didn’t think he ever would. 
 
   Everywhere he turned he saw the Juttari, the aliens he was born and bred to kill. The conquerors and oppressors of the human race. Everywhere he looked he saw their script. Every inch of the ship was defaced with their symbols. The ship’s very existence was an affront to all notions of humanity. 
 
   Worse still was its crew. The ultimate abomination. The Chaanisar. Once human, they were stolen from their families as children, violated with alien technology, robbed of all free will, and forced to serve their alien masters. 
 
   Turned against their own kind, they committed the most heinous atrocities in human history. Years ago he had taken a vow to kill any Chaanisar that crossed his path. Yet here he stood, on a Chaanisar bridge. No matter how hard he tried to justify it, one dreadful word confronted him again and again. 
 
   Collaborator.
 
   His rational mind continuously reminded him that these Chaanisar had revolted and slain their Juttari masters. These Chaanisar had fought for and rescued his Marines. They rescued Breeah, her daughter Anki, and the rest of the surviving Reivers. They even continued to search for and rescue the remaining members of his crew. 
 
   His best friend and security chief, Kevin St. Clair, believed in them. He fought side by side with them. He vouched for their sincerity. To Kevin, they were valiantly trying to recapture their humanity. It was a noble cause, worthy of support. At least that was Kevin’s opinion. 
 
   Jon only saw enemy. Atrocity. Chaanisar. 
 
   “We will be jumping to our new search coordinates in two minutes,” said Colonel Bast, commander of the Chaanisar ship.
 
   Jon simply nodded, his skin still twitching, invisible swarms of insects crawling across every inch. A wary truce existed between the Colonel and Jon. Colonel Bast tried hard to win Jon’s respect, and under other circumstances Jon would have gladly given it. The man was a born commander, better than most he’d encountered. But every time Jon looked at his uniform he was reminded that Bast was Chaanisar. No matter how hard he tried, that reminder always triggered an old, deeply rooted fury.
 
   “Did I miss anything, Captain?” said Kevin St. Clair as he strode onto the bridge, his height and hulking frame unmistakable. Jon had served with Kevin on countless missions, and he was one of the best operators he knew. He couldn’t think of any other man he would rather go into battle with.
 
   “We’re about to jump to the next search vector,” said Jon, some of the edge lifting now that his friend had arrived.
 
   “Good. Let’s hope our lucky streak keeps going.” Kevin, crossed his powerful arms in front of his chest. 
 
   With each search they had recovered more members of the Hermes crew. Their numbers had swelled and Jon felt good about their prospects. They had been very lucky, and they both knew it. What they needed was a ship of their own. One step at a time, Jon reminded himself. They still had people to find.
 
   The lights on the bridge dimmed, signaling they were about to jump. “Here we go,” said Jon, feeling a pang of anxiety in his belly. He dreaded the thought of finding dead crewmembers. He was responsible for the fate of every single one of them. His decisions scattered them across this region of space, a thousand light years away from home. The guilt was his alone.
 
   The stars on the ship’s viewscreen were replaced by a large planet as the ship completed its jump. It looked similar to Earth, with oceans and continents covering its surface. Jon ground his teeth together as he waited for the scan results. Beside him Kevin exhaled sharply, showing his own impatience.
 
   “Picking up Space Force beacon,” said the Chaanisar officer. “Signal is coming from the planet’s surface.”
 
   “Hell yeah,” said Kevin, sharing the relief Jon felt. “Lady Luck is still on our side.”
 
   “Let’s go suit up,” said Jon, smiling. “We’ve got people waiting for us down there.” Jon and Kevin turned and headed for the exit. Ever since he came on board he had personally led every ground based rescue mission. Bast had initially resisted. He believed that the away missions should be a mix of Space Force and Chaanisar. He wanted the crews to learn how to work together. But Jon insisted. They were his people and his responsibility. In the end Bast relented and the rescue missions became a Space Force operation. 
 
   “Contact,” announced the Chaanisar tactical officer, stopping Jon and Kevin in their tracks. “Picking up Kemmar warship orbiting the planet.”
 
   “Damn it,” said Jon, spinning around. “They’re going after the escape pod. We’ve got to get down there.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Bast. “Prepare your team for insertion and leave the warship to me.”
 
   As Jon headed for the exit he was once again impressed with Colonel Bast. If only he wasn’t Chaanisar, he thought as he left.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Jon sat on the steps of his back porch, watching his mother tend to her small vegetable garden. It wasn’t much, but it provided fresh produce for the family, supplementing the meat Jon and his father brought home from their hunts. Up here in the mountains that usually meant elk, deer, and the odd moose. It also meant being away for days at a time, something Jon never felt comfortable with. While he knew his mother was a capable woman, he hated leaving her by herself. Whether they were hunting for food, or hunting the enemy, it still meant leaving their home vulnerable.
 
   It wasn’t that his mother couldn’t fight. She was as fierce as any man. She had taught Jon much of what he knew, especially what she called the “intimate arts”. This was how she referred to fighting with a blade. A gun, no matter what type, was impersonal. It killed from a distance. Whereas with a blade you were close enough to smell the target’s last meal on his breath. She could protect herself. Of that there was no doubt. Still, if the enemy came in numbers while they were gone….
 
   All these years, the resistance remained one step ahead. The vast mountain forests helped them stay hidden. They regularly changed locations, never staying in one place too long. Most important were their mobile bio suppressors. The bio suppressors established a perimeter around their location, masking their biological signatures from any satellites or drones searching the area. If a drone were to fly by all its sensors would see was forest. They were careful, and they were still alive. 
 
   “Are you just going to sit there, or are you going to pitch in and give your poor old mother a hand?” she said, using her forearm to wipe her brow.
 
   “You’re hardly old, mom,” said Jon, getting up from his perch. He reached into the air and effortlessly caught the garden hoe she threw at him.
 
   “Compared to you I’m old. If anyone should be relaxing it should be me. Now bring that thing over here and make yourself useful.” She pointed to a patch of soil that needed breaking up. 
 
   Jon smiled and quietly followed his mother’s instructions. He seized the hoe with both hands, swung it over his head and down towards the ground, digging the long slender blade into the dirt and pulling up the soil underneath. He repeated the movement as his mother watched. The exertion felt good and relieved some of the tension that had been building in his shoulders.
 
   “Are you ready?” she asked, scrutinizing him.
 
   The question made him swing harder as anger fueled his labor. He knew she was asking about the upcoming raid he was going on. “I’m ready.”
 
   “Good. It’s a bold plan, but we need to be bold if we can ever hope to defeat the Juttari.”
 
   “The Governor won’t know what hit him,” said Jon, swinging so hard he wondered if the wooden shaft would break.
 
   “Never mind all that,” she chastised. “Arrogance will get you killed. Do you understand me?”
 
   “Yes, mom. I understand,” Jon said, losing some of his intensity.
 
   His mother studied him carefully, then nodded. “I hate that you have to go on raids at your age, but these are the times we live in. This is the cost of freedom.”
 
   “I know mom.”
 
   “If you’re prepared and careful you have a better chance of coming home alive.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “You mean you’ll be careful.”
 
   “I’ll be careful.” He could see how worried she was, despite her hardened exterior. The last thing he wanted to do was add to her stress by being argumentative, even though he wished she trusted him more. He had been on several raids already, and always came back uninjured, yet before each raid she acted like it was his first time out. 
 
   He swung the hoe again with all his strength, letting go of his frustration as it impacted with the ground. He may be only fourteen years old, but he had already killed. Both his father and grandfather said he was a man, no less than any other man in their cell. His mother, however, still looked at him like a boy. 
 
   It was irritating and comforting at the same time. The boy inside him was quickly slipping away, yet part of him still wanted to hold on. For all his bravado, deep down inside he still wanted fun and games. The man in him took hold and blocked that train of thought, scoffing at his weakness. He brought the hoe down again with all his might, crushing the resistance of the hardened earth.
 
   “I wish I could come with you,” she said.
 
   “I wish you could too, mom.”
 
   She dropped her shoulders and sighed. “I’ll only slow you down. This damn injury makes me a liability.”
 
   “You can still fight as well as anyone else.”
 
   She smiled at the compliment. “Unfortunately I can’t run as well as anyone else.” There was a rare hint of sadness in her voice. He knew it weighed heavily on her that she couldn’t participate in the raids anymore. That she couldn’t protect him. 
 
   “Don’t worry, mom. If all goes well we’ll be bringing you back a present.”
 
   “Yes, a big fat traitorous present. I’ve sharpened a special welcoming gift just for him. I hope he likes it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Jon stepped into his combat suit. As it powered on it instantly sensed his body. The hard, flexible material wrapped around him and locked into place, covering his entire body. He lifted his arm, the movement creating a low whining sound, and squeezed his metal clad hand into a fist. He immediately felt the increased strength the suit gave him. The Chaanisar combat suits were designed to take advantage of the super human Chaanisar abilities. While this didn’t make a difference for the rest of his team, it meant that he could augment the superior strength and speed the symbiont had empowered him with to achieve astounding results. When the helmet stretched over his head and face his HUD lit up. It displayed tactical and diagnostic information about the condition of his suit, his vitals, and those of his team.
 
   His team of Marines included Kevin, Sergeant Henderson, Privates Chan, Reynolds, Burke, Johns and Daniels. They were all combat veterans and were well armed with rail guns, energy weapons, grenades, and ion blades. His display identified Kevin, who had already suited up. Looking back at Jon, Kevin flashed him a big metallic thumbs up. Jon stepped forward, his boots creating a thundering echo with each step, and surveyed his team. All were suited and many were checking their weapons. They were all good men and he would take a bullet for any of them.
 
   He nodded to Kevin who gave the command to board. Each Marine stepped up to the waiting transport, the stomp of their bulky boots reverberating across the platform. They lumbered inside the small craft, their massive frames almost too big for it. Along the walls were seats specifically designed for the combat suits. One by one they turned and fell heavily into their seats. Loud bangs rang out as each suit was bolted into place, announcing the safety of everyone on board.
 
   Bast’s voice came through Jon’s helmet as he took his own seat. “Captain Pike. We will jump into orbit around the planet, a safe distance from the Kemmar warship, so that your team can enter the atmosphere without taking fire. We will then engage the warship.”
 
   “Understood,” said Jon, giving his weapons a final inspection.
 
   The shuttle’s hatch closed. The lights dimmed. A display lit up revealing the exterior. Jon watched as the transport taxied across the hangar bay and prepared to launch. A message flashed across his visor indicating that the ship had jumped, followed by another stating that they were clear to launch. Jon felt the thrust of the shuttle’s engines as they surged forward, out of the Chaanisar ship. The craft vibrated as it accelerated, and hurtled towards the planet below. Turbulence punctuated the craft’s entry into the atmosphere. The display glowed red and orange, as the transport briefly turned into a streaking, blazing fireball. As they finally punched through the atmosphere, the flames parted to reveal an unblemished blue sky. 
 
   The shuttle raced through the air towards the Space Force beacon. Jon brought the signal up on his HUD. It was located in the middle of a large continental land mass. He didn’t know what condition the pod was in, but was glad that it didn’t end up in one of the oceans. Under less hostile circumstances this would be an easy retrieval. Unfortunately, that meant the Kemmar wouldn’t have any difficulty finding it either.
 
   Swooping down over the pod’s location, Jon was surprised to find that the Kemmar hadn’t gotten there first. He had fully expected a hot landing zone. Could it be possible that the Kemmar hadn’t yet sent a landing party down to retrieve the life pod? Could it be possible they didn’t know about the life pod? Jon wondered what the odds were that the Kemmar warship in orbit was merely a coincidence. He didn’t think they were very good.
 
   The life pod sat in the middle of an open field. The transport landed nearby. The combat suits were released from their safety locks and the hatch opened. Wasting no time the troopers poured out of the craft. They quickly took defensive positions around the transport and pod. In seconds they were all on the ground, rail guns shouldered. Jon scanned the landscape. There was very little in terms of vegetation. No trees or plants, just dirt, which the wind whipped up in dusty, swirling clouds.
 
   “What do you think, Captain?” said Kevin.
 
   “I don’t like it,” said Jon. He scanned the horizon looking for threats. At first he saw nothing, but then his HUD came to life identifying a Kemmar shuttle. To the naked eye it was only a speck in the sky, but the intricate sensors built into the combat suit’s optics easily identified the craft. 
 
   “Contact,” said Jon. All eyes turned towards the horizon. They had their answer. The Kemmar were coming. With Bast fighting the Kemmar warship in orbit, they couldn’t simply fly back to the ship. They would have to stay put until the space battle was over. They would have to make a stand.
 
   “Let’s get these people out of there before the Kemmar show up,” Jon said to Kevin. He stepped up to the life pod and banged on the hatch with his large metal glove. “This is Captain Jon Pike of the Hermes. Open your hatch. We are here to rescue you.”
 
   “You should retract your helmet, so they don’t think you’re Chaanisar,” said Kevin.
 
   “Right. Thanks,” said Jon, pulling his helmet and visor back to expose his face. 
 
   The life pod’s hatch unlocked with a hiss as the interior depressurized. It extended out of the pod and swung open with a whine and a creak. Jon stood in front of the doorway and waited. A dark haired woman emerged from the opening. Jon recognized her as Ensign Zakarian, one of Doctor Ellerbeck’s medical officers. Her appearance was disheveled, her uniform speckled with earth, as if she had been digging. When she recognized the Captain she stood at attention and saluted.
 
   Jon returned the salute and said, “At ease, Ensign.”
 
   Zakarian relaxed and said, “Captain, I can’t believe it. I didn’t expect anyone to find me here.”
 
   “Well, we’re not the only ones who found you, Ensign.”
 
   She gave Jon a confused look.
 
   “The Kemmar are here, too.”
 
   Her eyes widened and fear spread across her face. “The Kemmar? How?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. We don’t have much time. Who else is with you?”
 
   “It’s just me, Captain. Ensign Jacobs was with me, but he had been badly injured when we abandoned the Hermes. He took a couple of energy blasts in the back. I used the medical gel on his wounds, but his injuries were too severe. He died a short time after we landed. I buried his body over there,” she said, pointing to a mound in the distance.
 
   “Contact!” said Henderson. “Twelve o’clock.”
 
   Jon swung around but didn’t see anything without his helmet in place. Regardless, they were coming whether he could see them or not. 
 
   “Time to move, Ensign,” Jon said to Zakarian. “Get into the transport. It’s armored. You’ll be safe in there.” Jon led her through the transport’s hatch. Inside the craft he handed her one of the extra rail guns on board. “Just in case,” he said. 
 
   She gripped it apprehensively. As a medical officer she would not have seen much combat, but she would have still received weapons training. Jon was confident she knew enough to defend herself if the need arose. 
 
   Turning, he walked out of the craft, closed the hatch, and dropped his helmet back down over his face. His HUD lit up, identifying a line of Kemmar soldiers advancing on their position. They were moving fast. His HUD clocked them at two kilometers per minute. That was similar to what a human could do in a combat suit. The Chaanisar could hit higher speeds due to their augmentation, and Jon could move even faster. 
 
   The Kemmar were committing to a direct attack using traditional shock tactics. They intended to hit his men fast and hard in order to create confusion and fear. If the human line collapsed and his men tried to retreat, the Kemmar would cut them all down in short order. Jon wondered who they were used to fighting against. Certainly not Space Force Marines. Jon shouldered his rail gun and took a knee. He counted twenty. They were outnumbered. Every bullet would have to count.
 
   “Hold your fire,” said Jon. His troopers had spread out and established a defensive line. There wasn’t much to use for cover. There were a few outcroppings of rock that a couple of the men lay behind. It wasn’t much but every little bit would help. They avoided using the transport itself as cover, since they didn’t want to draw enemy fire at it. Not only was the survivor on board, but it was also their ride off the planet.
 
   Jon’s targeting sensor turned green as the aliens came into range. “Fire!” he shouted. The Marine line exploded with rail gun fire, ripping into the enemy ranks. The Kemmar in the front took most of the damage. Their suits withstood the first salvo, but soon cracks started to appear in their armor. Light leaked out of the fissure points as their suits leaked energy. Yet they kept coming. 
 
   The leaking light gave the Marines a better target, and they focused their fire on the weakening combat suits. Under the weight of the rail gun fire the cracks turned into chasms, allowing the bullets to pierce the flesh hiding underneath. Kemmar soldiers started to fall.
 
   Jon lined up one of the creatures and squeezed off a shot, hitting it in the chest. Not enough to break the armor. It kept coming and he fired off another one. He hit the suit in the same spot and a crack began to form, causing a glimmer of light to escape. Jon didn’t release the trigger. He drilled into the Kemmar’s chest until the combat suit ruptured and the creature fell face first onto the hard dirt. 
 
   Jon didn’t hesitate. He lined up a second soldier and fired, hitting it in the helmet. Again it kept coming, but Jon continued firing, and a fissure formed down the center. He kept his aim steady and pored fire into the creature’s skull until it too dropped. There was a flash of red and his HUD told him his suit had taken some damage, its integrity now down to eighty percent. The enemy was returning fire.
 
   Vicious red bolts of energy streaked at the Marines from the Kemmar weapons. The upper corner of his HUD displayed a series of statistics informing him of the hits taken by his men and the damage caused. The fact that the aliens were firing from a full out run minimized the damage. Multiple shots missed their targets.
 
   Still they kept coming. The Marines had dropped almost half the Kemmar line, but it wasn’t enough. The Kemmar were fearless and they were moving fast. Too fast to be stopped. They stampeded into the Marine line. 
 
   Jon braced himself as a metal clad soldier leaped for him. He sidestepped the airborne creature and drove the stock of his rail gun into the side of its helmet. It hit the ground hard and Jon rushed it, firing a sustained burst into its visor, killing the alien.
 
   He spun around as another Kemmar crashed into him, knocking his rail gun away and causing him to fall backward. He hit the ground and used the momentum to roll. The creature straddled him with its legs, trying to point its weapon at him. Jon held its arms back, preventing the gun from finding its mark. 
 
   He succeeded in rolling out of the fall and ended up on top of the alien. Holding back its energy weapon with one hand Jon unsheathed his ion blade with the other. It crackled to life, glowing white and firing off sparks along its entire surface. The alien grabbed Jon’s wrist, futilely trying to stop his attack. Jon pushed down hard, his strength too much for the Kemmar to handle. The blade came down steadily until its tip found the helmet. The energized point sunk through the armor, melting away the alloy. Jon gave one final push and drove the tip into the alien skull. 
 
   Jon stood up, to witness widespread chaos. All around him the battle had shifted to hand to hand combat. Marine and Kemmar grappled with each other in tests of strength and will. His rail gun lay at his feet and he briefly thought about picking it up. It was pointless. He couldn’t fire his gun for fear of hitting his men. His ion blade, however, still crackled and vibrated in his hand. 
 
   He saw Kevin rolling around on the ground with one of the creatures. Kevin tried to fight off the alien from his back, blocking its attempts to bash in his helmet. Jon lunged forward and with a crack and a spark, drove his ion blade through the back of the Kemmar’s armored neck. The creature went limp and Jon’s blade hummed as he pulled it out. 
 
   Kevin threw the heavy corpse off and pulled himself up, but Jon was already gone. In a blur of movement he surged through the battle, wielding his ion blade in a familiar dance of death. He flowed from one strike to the next, his body moving in almost forgotten ways. He drove his blade through an enemy helmet, pounced and sunk it to the hilt in another creature’s back. His speed gave his victims no warning, his skill with the blade allowed them no hope. He slaughtered with fervor, as the screeches of the dying filled the air.
 
   In seconds the butchering was over. The battle won. Jon stood in the middle of his men as they rose to their feet, a sizzling ion blade in his hand. He could only imagine how he looked, but he knew how he felt. Alive. Adrenaline coursed through his body, but there was something else. Something more. Something he hadn’t felt since before the Hermes. His symbiont had awoken.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   “Plot coordinates to jump just behind the stern of the Kemmar warship,” said Colonel Bast, analyzing several cascading information feeds through his brain chip. When the Chaanisar first revolted against the Juttari they had refrained from using their brain chips for fear of some overlooked back door. Now, convinced that no such threat existed, they returned to relying on the speed and efficiency of the implants.
 
   “Coordinates plotted,” said the helmsman, not verbally, but sending the message through his own chip.
 
   “Refrain from using your chip for communication,” Bast chastised through his own chip.
 
   “I am sorry, Sir. It will not happen again.”
 
   Bast didn’t want any unnecessary tension with the Space Force or Reiver passengers. Since those without implants could easily grow suspicious about the unheard conversations. They must learn to use vocal communication, even when only Chaanisar were present. That way mistakes made out of habit could be avoided. 
 
   Interacting with the ship’s systems was another matter, however. The ship was designed to take advantage of the Chaanisar brain chips, and everything functioned much more efficiently when the neural links were in place.
 
   “Load all missile tubes and prepare to fire,” ordered Bast.
 
   “Missiles loaded,” said the Chaanisar tactical officer.
 
   An image of the Kemmar warship and its location flashed in Bast’s mind, along with the present location of his own Heavy Cruiser. They orbited on the opposite side of the planet from the enemy. He planned to use the jump system to surprise their prey and inflict as much damage as possible.
 
   “Jump,” said Bast.
 
   The ship folded the space between the two locations, effectively vanishing from their current position, and reappearing behind the enemy vessel. Explosions reverberated all over the ship, their jarring concussions surprising everyone on board. The floor tilted and quaked under Bast’s feet making him struggle to keep his balance. Had the Kemmar fired on them? Impossible. Even if they anticipated their jump they couldn’t possibly know where they would land. Yet they were taking damage. Somehow, something was hitting them.
 
   “Report,” yelled Bast, as a flurry of information flashed through his mind.
 
   “Mines, Sir,” said the tactician. “The Kemmar have deployed mines around their ship.”
 
   They anticipated the jump, thought Bast. They were adapting. A view of the space surrounding them appeared. He saw the warship and its minefield. They were everywhere. The mines ignored the Kemmar warship. That could only mean they were intelligent, harmless to Kemmar vessels, yet deadly to the enemy. This changed things. He had planned to use the jump system to keep the enemy guessing. Now he would have to hold position and trade blows. Landing behind the vessel still gave him a positional advantage. It would have to be enough.
 
   “Fire missiles,” ordered Bast.
 
   Underneath the Chaanisar ship small hatches swung open and focused explosions thrust a volley of missiles forward, sending them streaking ahead toward the enemy vessel.
 
   The mines had tipped off the Kemmar to the Chaanisar arrival. The warship launched decoy drones in defense against the missiles. Point defense fire joined in successfully destroying any missiles not fooled by the drones.
 
   “Load all missile tubes and fire again,” said Bast. “Continue firing missiles until further notice.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “Fire energy weapons. Target enemy’s point defense batteries. Set rail guns to point defense mode.” 
 
   Bast anticipated a counterattack, and fully expected to spot missiles hurtling toward him at any moment. But they didn’t come. Instead, the ship belched out an endless cluster of fighters. A swarm of tiny ships streaked toward the Chaanisar cruiser, their thrusters blazing white hot in the dark sky. As they entered the Chaanisar perimeter the point defense batteries opened up. Bast watched the scene unfold through a tactical display in his mind. Fighter after fighter disappeared from the display as the guns hit their mark, swiveling around and firing with remarkable speed and precision. Somehow the fighters kept coming, a continuous stream pouring out of the Kemmar ship.
 
   Bast studied the tiny vessels, zooming in for a close-up. The image was accompanied by a list of the fighter’s specifications. They were small for fighters. Too small. He focused on the data, scrolling through the information he was receiving, realization dawning on him. There were no life signs. No pilots. The fighters were drones. That was how it was possible to deploy so many. They were trying to employ swarm tactics. Attempting to overwhelm the Chaanisar defenses through sheer numbers. First the mines and now the swarm. He was impressed. The Kemmar truly were a worthy foe.
 
   “Retarget energy weapons. Focus on the fighters. Fire at will,” ordered Bast. He knew the added defensive fire wouldn’t be enough. There were simply too many.
 
   The swarm began to envelop the cruiser, creating a glowing halo around the ship as the defensive ordinance destroyed the craft in the hundreds. Bast knew that the drones would wrap around them like a fiery blanket. They would find the inevitable cracks in the defensive field. They would exploit those cracks, opening wider gaps, until the ship’s defenses were irreparably compromised.
 
   The bridge seemed to speed up. The crew moved faster, spurred by the urgency of the situation. He glanced to the open levels surrounding the bridge above him. His crew was composed. It wasn’t that he expected to see anyone panicking. Chaanisar didn’t panic. The Juttari ensured this when they augmented them. Not only did they fit them with implants that made them stronger and faster, they also inserted medical devices that managed the way their bodies reacted to different stimuli.
 
   He noted his own body’s response to the present situation. His adrenal gland had kicked into action, pumping hormones into his system. Adrenaline increased his heart rate and blood pressure, while cortisol elevated the sugars in his bloodstream. He could feel all of it. All natural, primal responses to stressful, dangerous situations. His Juttari medical implants moved quickly to counter nature. Medication was released into his bloodstream, negating his body’s hormonal response. It worked to calm his mind and body, and regulate his heart rate and blood pressure. In short order, his breathing slowed, and he achieved a calm, Zen-like state. It allowed him to think clearly, his mind free of distracting, potentially paralyzing emotions.
 
   “Prepare to jump to previous coordinates on the other side of this planet,” said Bast. “Jump when ready.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” said the helmsman. 
 
   The jump system was engaged, creating a jump field around the Chaanisar ship and the drones swarming it. The ship jumped, folding space and reappearing at its previous location. The drone swarm appeared in kind and resumed its attack.
 
   “Take us away from the planet. Thrusters at full power.”
 
   The cruiser’s engines fired and the Chaanisar ship vaulted forward, temporarily breaking free of the swarm. The drones gave pursuit. They were small and nimble and quickly caught the massive vessel. The cruiser’s guns kept firing, but the swarm still possessed a massive numerical advantage. It gained on the cruiser and began to envelop it once more. The batteries couldn’t keep up and the cruiser began taking damage again. The damage would increase incrementally until the cruiser was crippled, then destroyed.
 
   “Activate the FTL drive,” said Bast.
 
   The cruiser surged forward, quickly surpassing the speed of light. The drone swarm was left behind. With no FTL capabilities of their own, the fighters had no hope of keeping up with the more capable vessel.
 
   That was all Bast needed. “Disengage FTL drive, and jump back to previous coordinates behind the Kemmar vessel,” commanded Bast.
 
   The ship dropped out of light speed and slowed to make its jump. It folded space again and reappeared behind the Kemmar. This time the fighter drones didn’t come along for the ride. They remained on the other side of the planet, no longer a threat.
 
   “Fire all weapons,” said Bast. “Set rail guns to offensive mode.”
 
   The cruiser attacked the alien ship with a ferocity the Kemmar couldn’t match. The Chaanisar unleashed a combination of gun batteries, energy weapons and missiles. 
 
   “Target their batteries,” said Bast.
 
   The Chaanisar weapons systematically attacked the Kemmar gun batteries, one by one. The Kemmar ship simply couldn’t defend itself against such a powerful onslaught. 
 
   The Kemmar tried to fight back. They traded blows with the Chaanisar, lighting up the void with a crisscross of red and blue energy fire. The Kemmar defenses were quickly overwhelmed, however. One by one the Kemmar batteries were methodically destroyed. The enemy fought as long as it could, but without the fighters they were woefully mismatched. 
 
   A final wave of Chaanisar missiles breached what was left of the Kemmar defenses and found their reactor. A massive concussive wave followed, tearing the enemy warship apart, until it was nothing more than a field of scrap metal.
 
   “Contact the landing party,” said Bast. “Let them know it’s safe to return.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   “Why do the Diakans help us, father?” said Jon, pushing aside a hanging branch, as they hiked through the mountain forest. They moved furtively, his father leading the way, several men following behind Jon. Above them the tall pines swayed and danced with the mountain winds.
 
   “The Diakans are no different than the Juttari, son. Never forget that,” said Collin Pike, Jon’s father, without breaking stride. “They don’t give a damn about us, or our planet.”
 
   “But they’re our allies. They’re giving us weapons so we can fight back. Some say their starships have entered the Sol System and are fighting the Juttari in space. Why would they do all that if they didn’t want to help us?”
 
   His father frowned. He shook his head and looked back at Jon with his one good eye. “You’re as strong as a man, but you still think like a child. The Diakans are using us. And we’re using them. That’s all there is to it. By pushing the Juttari out of this system they expand their empire. It helps us gain some freedom, so we go along with it. It sure as hell is better than living under the Juttari boot. But don’t fool yourself. The Diakans are not our friends.”
 
   Jon walked quietly through the brush, thinking about his father’s words. He dropped his hand, letting it rest on the grip of the gun strapped to his thigh. A Diakan energy weapon. He remembered how his grandfather’s eyes lit up when the first shipment of these weapons arrived. He had stared at them with wonder and declared it the dawn of a new age. Of course in his day the only weapons accessible were Juttari, weapons stolen from the government. Now, with Diakan backing, there was a steady supply of arms finding their way into the resistance. 
 
   “The Diakan weapons have made us more successful,” said Jon, gripping the weapon tighter. Its cold metal reassuring him. “More people join us each day. The population wants to fight, where once they only cowered in fear. This is the result of Diakan help. I am thankful for that help,” said Jon.
 
   His father’s laughter surprised him. “Be thankful all you want, son. Just be smart at the same time. We may live hard, but we live free. There is no substitute for freedom. Never forget that.”
 
   “Do the Diakans not help us fight for our freedom?”
 
   “What do you think will happen when we push the Juttari off our planet? Do you think the Diakans will just leave us to our freedom?”
 
   “If they leave the Juttari will return.”
 
   “Now you’re using your head, son. The Diakans will not leave. They’ll stay, and we’ll want them to.” His father stopped and turned to face Jon. “Imagine a baby left alone in these woods,” he said, waving his arms at the thick forest surrounding them. “How long would it stay alive?”
 
   “Not very long,” said Jon.
 
   “We are that baby. We need protection so that we can grow up and protect ourselves. The question is, will the Diakans allow us to grow up?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t they? Wouldn’t it be better for them?”
 
   “Perhaps. If we remained allies. The Diakans are smart. They will allow us to gain power up to a point. If we gain too much, we become a threat. Do you think they will allow that to happen?”
 
   “No,” said Jon. 
 
   His father slapped his back. “That’s right. Nobody tolerates threats. Not the Juttari, not the Diakans, not us. Enough talking now. We’re getting close to the rendezvous point. Remember, when we get there you watch and listen. Don’t say anything. Understood?”
 
   “Yes, father.”
 
   His father turned away and resumed his path through the brush, the plants and low hanging branches no match for his powerful frame. Jon heard coyotes yelping in the distance. He enjoyed listening to their banter, especially their howls. The sound comforted him. Coyotes were survivors, just like his family.
 
   They hiked for a few more kilometers through the rugged, wooded terrain. The brush was thick but they remained in single file, walking in each other’s footsteps, careful not to leave too much evidence of their passage. The forest came alive around them. Jon listened to the birds singing overhead, and filled his lungs with the cold, clean mountain air. 
 
   There were times when he wondered if these woods were not the last truly free place left on Earth. Although there had been some feeble attempts by the government at rooting the resistance out, in the end they were nothing more than half-hearted failures. The resistance could defend these mountains for years if needed. The Governor didn’t have the guts to commit to that type of campaign. He was happy enough preying on the towns, where people lived in fear. That way he could meet his quota of children for the Chaanisar, without too much of a headache. But all that was changing. Where the resistance was once nothing more than a thorn in the Governor’s backside, now it was turning into a credible adversary. They were becoming an army, armed with powerful Diakan weapons. The Governor wouldn’t be able to ignore them for much longer. Especially not after their next mission. Jon breathed in another lungful of free mountain air. He would see the end of the Juttari occupation. Of that he was certain. What had been just a dream for his grandfather would become reality in Jon’s lifetime.
 
   His father slowed, holding up a fist as he stopped. Up ahead Jon could make out a small clearing. He dropped into a crouch as he shouldered his weapon. The men behind him silently did the same. Whoever was in that clearing wouldn’t know they were there. In these woods they were ghosts. Jon’s father approached quietly, scanning the area. Jon’s heart beat faster, harder. He worried for a moment that it might be making too much noise. He watched his father intently, and trained his weapon on the clearing. His hand remained steady. If anyone was waiting in ambush for them, they would pay a heavy price for their foolishness. He would make sure that nobody left these woods alive.
 
   His father soon signaled that it was safe to come out, and headed for the clearing. Jon followed him in, his weapon still shouldered and ready. Two aliens stood in the middle of the open area, with a small spaceship resting just behind them. Jon assumed they were Diakans. He had never seen a Diakan before. The sight fascinated him. They were odd looking creatures, a bizarre cross between a lizard and a fish. Green skin and scales covered disproportionately long arms and legs. Both wore military uniforms and were armed. Collin Pike approached. Jon followed, staying a couple steps behind, still gripping his weapon, but pointing the muzzle at the ground, rather than the Diakans.
 
   One of the aliens locked eyes with Jon. He met the alien’s gaze without looking away. They didn’t scare him, although he knew they should. These creatures ruled large swathes of the galaxy. What was he to them? As insignificant as an ant under his feet. Still, he didn’t care. Whether they were friend or foe, he would not look away. They didn’t rule in these woods. The resistance did. The Diakan continued to stare, its face expressionless. Jon stared back, unable to decide whether it was curiosity, or a challenge. He knew he didn’t like it. He couldn’t put his finger on the reason, but he felt an arrogance emanating from the alien. 
 
   “The weapons are in the ship,” said Jon’s father, seizing Jon’s attention. During the staring contest his father had discussed matters with the other Diakan. Jon had been told to listen and pay attention, but he got caught up in his silent pissing match and missed what had been said. Did his father know he had been distracted? He stood for a moment, searching his father’s face for a clue. “Get moving,” his father snapped, jolting Jon into action.
 
   He rushed over to the humming craft with the rest of the men. The alien’s eyes followed, as if continuing to quietly issue a challenge. Jon hated giving it the satisfaction of looking away, but he had work to do. He couldn’t have his father calling him a child again. As they approached the vessel its side slid open revealing several crates made of some type of polymer. He had seen the crates before, in previous weapon shipments. The men paired up, and pulled the crates out of the craft. Jon gripped his end of a crate and yanked it out of the ship. It was heavy, but nothing Jon couldn’t handle. Even at fourteen years, he already towered over most men. He didn’t yet have the thickness of frame his father had, but he was still strong. He had benefited from the endurance of youth. Growing up in the mountains had made him healthy and hardy.
 
   When the crates had all been unloaded Jon’s father thanked the Diakans and walked out of the clearing, back the way they came. Jon and the rest followed in pairs, weighed down by the crates. The Diakans watched as they left. Jon looked back to find the Diakan’s eyes still on him. The eyes were expressionless, yet he still felt the unspoken provocation.
 
   Head games, he thought. The Diakans are playing head games with me. He chuckled at the thought. Why would a Diakan waste his time with a human boy? His father was right, he did think like a child. The Diakan had said nothing to him, yet he let it get under his skin. He needed to control his emotions, or he would get people killed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   The two small weighted metal balls whistled as they whipped through the air, nothing more than a blur to the naked eye. Anki tightened her grip on the thin rope as she rushed forward. She imagined Kemmar soldiers coming for her and could see the shock in their eyes as she charged them. With a snap of her tiny wrist the balls changed direction, flying downward. She imagined them connecting with the Kemmar, dropping the monsters one by one with each strike. The balls made a sharp clanging sound as they hit the metal floor. She felt the recoil and compensated, snapping her wrist again, the balls continuing in their circular trajectory. She broke into a run. More Kemmar approached and she fearlessly ran into them, swinging the rope in a figure eight pattern, each time hitting the floor in hard, rapid strikes. Clang. Clang. Clang. Clang. The echo bounced throughout the room. She imagined the sound their weapons made as she skillfully disarmed every one of them. She snapped her wrist again and the rope swung underneath her as she dove over it. Another flick and it whipped above her while she tumbled along the floor. She sprang to her feet, the heavy spheres continuously spinning around her, establishing a protective radius. The Kemmar retreated. She took in a deep breath and readied herself for another charge.
 
   “Stop,” yelled Jonas, Anki’s grandfather.
 
   She eased the muscles in her forearm, and the balls slowed in response. A few revolutions more and she had the pair of small spheres in her little hand. She brought an arm to her forehead and wiped the perspiration away as she turned to face her grandfather. He stood at the other end of the room, his body perfectly straight, his face hard, his eyes fierce. She held her breath, waiting for his response. Her heart jumped for joy when she noticed the corner of his mouth turning up ever so slightly. It was there only for an instant, but she knew she saw it. High praise from her grandfather.
 
   “You need to make your circles smaller,” he said.
 
   “Smaller?” said Anki, confused by her grandfather’s observation.
 
   “Yes, smaller.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Her grandfather walked across the room toward her. “Give me your lariat,” he said, extending out his hand. Anki placed the weighted rope belt into his palm and he backed away.
 
   “You rely on your forearm too much,” he said, as he walked into the middle of the room. He shot out the lariat and had it immediately spinning at phenomenal speed. His hand moved and the rope changed directions. “Do you see how my forearm moves?”
 
   His forearm did move, albeit not much. “Yes,” said Anki.
 
   He moved again and the weights changed direction. “Can you anticipate my strike through the movement of my arm?”
 
   “Yes,” she said. “I think so.”
 
   He nodded. “Can you see my forearm move now?” 
 
   The rope changed directions but she didn’t notice any movement in his arm. The trajectory changed again, still nothing. He whipped the weighted balls around, yet each time he changed tactics she could see nothing. If she had been fighting him she wouldn’t be able to guess which shape the next attack would take. If the enemy didn’t know which way the next attack would come, they couldn’t get out of the way. Her grandfather slowed the rope until it stopped. He walked back to Anki and handed her back the lariat. 
 
   “Make the circles smaller, until they are almost non-existent. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, Grandfather.”
 
   “Good,” he said, turning and walking back across the room. “Now try again.”
 
   Anki took a deep breath and closed her eyes. When she opened them the room was once again full of Kemmar soldiers. She scowled, lunged forward and shot out the weights at the closest one. She broke into a run, her weapon striking out at each of her enemies, careful not to telegraph her strikes with her arm. They came at her from all angles. She leaped and ducked and sidestepped out of the way of the attacks, all along countering with a precise strike of her own. They were overrun. The onslaught relentless. But she was a cyclone. A spinning, dancing fury. Some charged carelessly, deceived by her age and size. They required almost no effort. Others saw her prowess. They were more challenging, striking at her multiple times before she overcame them. 
 
   The door opened and distracted her from her mission. She looked to see what new danger approached, when she saw her mother enter instead. They exchanged smiles. Anki’s attention turned back to her battle, finishing off the remaining enemy. Returning the double weights to her hand, she ran to her mother, who now stood next to her grandfather.
 
   “You’ve improved, child. Well done,” said Breeah.
 
   Anki felt a surge of pride rise up inside her. She had never seen anyone more skilled with the lariat. Even her grandfather, who had trained her mother, said she had surpassed his ability.
 
   “Now you just need to make your circles smaller,” said Breeah.
 
   Anki frowned. “But I fixed that problem.”
 
   “It will take more practice than that,” said Jonas. “Fear not, it will come. Now why don’t you go and get yourself a drink of water.”
 
   Anki sighed and walked over to the fountain. She took a long drink, wondering how long it would take to be as skilled as her mother. When she walked back, her mother and grandfather were talking to each other.
 
   “Do you know who we were in battle against today?” said Jonas.
 
   “The Kemmar,” said Breeah. “They were fighting over an escape pod.”
 
   “From Jon’s old ship?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And where was Jon during the encounter?”
 
   “He led a team down to the surface, to rescue any survivors. He should be back on board soon.”
 
   “So his mission was successful?”
 
   “Yes, although I’m told they fought a Kemmar force on the surface.”
 
   Jonas nodded slowly. “This Jon is a warrior. Of that there is no doubt.”
 
   “Thank you, Father,” said Breeah. Her expression hopeful.
 
   “But he is no Reiver.”
 
   Breeah’s eyes narrowed. “Must we go through this again, Father?”
 
   “We must. Until you come to your senses.”
 
   “For the first time in my life I have come to my senses, and I am not leaving Jon. Not for you, not for the Reivers, not for anybody.” Anki saw the anger on her mother’s face. She understood why her mother was mad. Jon was a good person, and he looked after them. Why couldn’t her grandfather understand?
 
   Her mother turned to her, “Anki, we are leaving. Practice is over.” Her mother marched toward the door.
 
   Anki looked up at her grandfather, “Good bye Grandfather. Thank you for the lesson.”
 
   Her grandfather reached down and gently stroked her hair with his hard, powerful hand. “Good bye, little one.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Jon could feel the creature’s tension and hostility inside him. It didn’t like being on board the Chaanisar ship. Jon couldn’t blame it. He wondered what would happen now that it had awoken. The medication that Doctor Ellerbeck had given him obviously had its limits. It had quieted the creature for a time, but the effects now seemed to have worn off. Doctor Ellerbeck had told him that the medication eased the transition, so that he and the symbiont could eventually live in harmony. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but so long as the creature couldn’t inflict pain to control him, it could be tolerable. In the long run there was no escape from the symbiont. It would keep Jon alive until death took them both. The doctor had said that he may end up living for a thousand years. A thousand years. He couldn’t wrap his mind around the concept. He would watch both Breeah and Anki grow old and eventually die. He would watch Anki’s grandchildren grow old and die. How could any human endure something like that?
 
   Walking down the long, dimly lit Chaanisar corridor, he studied the Juttari religious markings surrounding him. Their scriptures stated that they were destined to rule the universe. So they conquered. The Diakans were calculating and efficient. So they expanded. The Kemmar were aggressive and vicious. So they attacked. Where did that leave humanity? Where did that leave him? He was taught to be a survivor. So he survived. Now the creature would demand survival, ensuring he outlived everything he loved. It seemed like a cruel joke.
 
   He felt the creature’s reaction as a Chaanisar walked past. He felt its hostility towards the soldier. It saw the soldier as a threat. It urged Jon to kill the man. But it couldn’t compel him to do it. It could no longer force Jon to act on its behalf. It could no longer make him kill. Not anymore. Maybe the good doctor was right. Maybe the symbiont had lost its power over him. Maybe the medication worked. He didn’t think he could live harmoniously with the creature, like the doctor had said, but if it lacked power over him they might come to some form of truce.
 
   Another Chaanisar soldier approached and the creature urged another attack. Enough of that, he thought, trying to communicate with the symbiont. I don’t like the Chaanisar either, but they’re not a threat right now. 
 
   The creature calmed down. It cooperated. Interesting. He always knew it could hear his thoughts, but it never complied before. If he refused to do what the symbiont wanted, it forced him anyway. Now it seemed to understand the situation. Would they be able to work together after all? 
 
   Don’t get your hopes up you little bastard. Jon waited. No retaliation. No pain. Jon chuckled. Payback’s been a long time coming, you little shit. I’m calling the shots now, so you better get used to the new order.
 
   Jon continued down the corridor until he came to one of the conference rooms. He entered and found Colonel Bast, Lieutenant Jarvi, and Kevin already there, waiting for him. The creature reacted, perceiving Bast and Jarvi as threats, but the reaction was slightly more subdued this time. It seemed to be learning and adapting to the situation. Jon said his hellos, pulled up a chair and sat down. 
 
   “I understand you encountered some resistance on the planet, Captain,” said Colonel Bast.
 
   “We did. The Kemmar had greater numbers, but it was nothing we couldn’t handle,” said Jon. 
 
   “If a team of Chaanisar had gone down to the surface with you the Kemmar attack could have been intercepted,” said Jarvi.
 
   “Didn’t I just say we that we handled it?” said Jon, feeling anger beginning to take hold. He felt the creature fuel the emotion. It wanted him to get angry. Was the emotion its doing?
 
   “Of course, Captain,” said Bast. “Lieutenant Jarvi didn’t say otherwise. It is only that we would prefer a return to joint Space Force - Chaanisar missions. We are stronger united.”
 
   Jon breathed, taking control of his emotions. “As I said before, we are rescuing members of the Hermes crew, which makes the job ours alone.”
 
   “As you wish, Captain. We are only trying to help,” said Bast. “I understand you retrieved a member of Doctor Ellerbeck’s team.”
 
   “Yes, Ensign Zakarian,” said Jon, happy to change the topic.
 
   “Is Ensign Zakarian a doctor as well?”
 
   “No. She would be more of an assistant,” said Jon. He saw what Bast was thinking. If Zakarian was a doctor then Ellerbeck might have taught her enough to perform the procedure. The thought was amusing at best. They were talking about brain surgery, and alien technology. Even the great Doctor Ellerbeck might have difficulty successfully performing the procedure. Ensign Zakarian wouldn’t have a chance.
 
   “I’m sure her presence will be invaluable when we find the doctor.”
 
   “I heard you had your hands full against the Kemmar warship,” said Jon.
 
   Bast frowned in a rare display of emotion. “The Kemmar are adapting to the jump system,” said Bast. “They used mines to limit our maneuverability.”
 
   “Smart,” said Kevin, leaning his huge frame back into the chair.
 
   “Yes. It was a clever tactic,” said Bast.
 
   “Not clever enough,” said Kevin, sporting a broad grin.
 
   “Then they used a drone swarm to try and overwhelm us.”
 
   “How did you defeat them?” said Jon.
 
   Bast smiled. More emotion. Was he practicing? “We used one of your tactics, Captain,” said Bast.
 
   “My tactics?”
 
   “Yes. We jumped and took the swarm with us, just as you did with the Kemmar ship that tried to board the Hermes.” 
 
   “But that ship was connected to the Hermes,” said Jon, curious about the tactic.
 
   “Before we found you we encountered a besieged freighter. It had been attacked by pirates and had lost use of its engines. I remembered your tactic and consulted your engineer about it.”
 
   “Singh?”
 
   “Yes. A brilliant man, albeit very unstable. He explained that the jump system created a field around the ship. Anything within that field would jump along with the ship. Unfortunately the freighter was too large for the tactic to work.”
 
   “Interesting. So the swarm were within the jump field.”
 
   “Yes. The mines had limited our maneuverability, so we couldn’t get any distance between us and the swarm. By jumping away we obtained more freedom of movement and were able to break free. We jumped back to engage the warship, and left the drones behind.”
 
   “Impressive,” said Jon, the compliment sincere. Colonel Bast continued to surprise him. 
 
   “Thank you, Captain. I am honored.”
 
   “So what’s next?” said Jon. “Seiben keeps asking me when we’re going to go to New Byzantium. It’s been several weeks now. I don’t blame him for being impatient.”
 
   “Yes, I have been thinking about this issue,” said Bast, his face turning stoic again. “After analyzing the star charts from DLC station, it seems that New Byzantium’s location intersects with one of the trajectories we’ve plotted for the escape pods.”
 
   “So we can drop off the Seiben family while searching for one of the pods?” said Jon.
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
   “Good. So I take it we’ll be heading there next?”
 
   “If you are in agreement,” said Bast.
 
   “It works for me,” said Jon. He wondered why Bast kept looking for his approval on decisions like this. It was his ship. Jon and his crew were guests at best. He didn’t need Jon’s approval for anything. It would seem to weaken him as a leader in front of the Chaanisar crew. How would someone like Lieutenant Jarvi see the gesture? Could he really just be extending an olive branch?
 
   Jon felt the creature’s objections. It had a different view of things. The creature seemed to feel Bast was trying to get Jon to drop his guard. He needed Jon to get to Doctor Ellerbeck. Once the brain chips were removed Bast would turn on Jon and his crew. Of that the creature was convinced. 
 
   Jon considered the creature’s analysis, and didn’t disagree. They would only search for the Hermes crew until they found the doctor. It was the only reason the Chaanisar even tolerated them being on board. The brain chips were an incredible threat to their new found freedom. Any encounter with the Juttari would see them enslaved again. Removing the brain chips was of paramount concern.
 
   All this talk about uniting the crews was nothing more than a smokescreen. If Bast could get Jon on his side, he could convince the doctor to help. With the brain chips gone the Hermes crew would be seen as a liability and a threat. Bast would show his true colors. The purge would come.
 
   The symbiont was right. He would not allow Bast and the Chaanisar to lull him into a false sense of security. He needed to prepare. If the Chaanisar were going to attack, he would be ready.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   “Daddy, when is Anki going to be here?” asked Alina, Captain Seiben’s youngest daughter.
 
   “Soon, sweetheart,” said Seiben, sitting at a table in their assigned quarters, across from his wife.
 
   “It’s taking so looong,” said Alina, curling her lower lip.
 
   “I know. It’ll just be a little bit longer. Why don’t you go play with your toys?”
 
   Alina sighed, gripped her doll tighter and walked away.
 
   “She’s not the only impatient one,” said Darla. The look on her face told Seiben he was not going to like the direction this conversation was heading. Unfortunately he couldn’t think of any reason to leave the table. Not without making things worse. He would have to sit still and take his medicine.
 
   “What do you mean, darling?” he asked, trying to soften the coming assault.
 
   “What do I mean? How can you ask me that?” said Darla, her face turning red. “I’ve been staring at these terrible symbols for weeks now. How long are we supposed to endure life on board this horrible ship?”
 
   “I’m sure it won’t be for much longer,” he said, trying his best to sound conciliatory.
 
   “That’s what you said last week,” said Darla, raising her voice. “And the week before that. I am about to lose my mind in here. Can you understand that?” Of course he could understand. She was practically screaming at him. 
 
   “I’m not happy about it either, darling,” he said, keeping his tone calm and apologetic. “But what can I do about it? It’s not like I can take over the ship and fly it wherever I damn well please.” He heard the frustration creep into his voice and cringed. That was a mistake.
 
   “Oh you would like that, wouldn’t you? I know you’d rather be back on one of your long hauls again, far away from your family.”
 
   “You know that’s not true. I merely meant that I’m not the one making the decisions here.”
 
   “No, but you can persuade Jon to push harder. He has influence with the Colonel. He can make them take us there.”
 
   “I bring it up every time I see him. I’m doing what I can.”
 
   “You’re not trying hard enough.”
 
   “Of course I am.”
 
   “No, you’re not. You know what I think? You’re hoping we don’t ever make it to New Byzantium. You’d rather be on a spaceship. Even if it is as awful as this.”
 
   “That’s not true and you know it.”
 
   “All I know is we’re suffering and you don’t care.”
 
   An alert sounded. Jon, Breeah and Anki were at the door, saving Captain Seiben for the moment from Darla’s wrath. He knew it would resume later, but for now there would be safety in numbers. He jumped out of his chair and headed for the door. It slid open and he welcomed his three guests.
 
   “Anki,” yelled Alina, waving for the little girl to come and play with her. Anki’s face lit up as she rushed towards Alina and her toys. In seconds the two were happily chattering away, inventing some new game to play.
 
   Jon smiled and shook Seiben’s hand, his grip controlled, but still powerful enough to make Seiben wince.
 
   “I have good news for you,” said Jon, still smiling.
 
   “Great. I could use some right now,” said Seiben.
 
   “We’re heading for New Byzantium.”
 
   “What? Really?”
 
   Jon nodded, grinning like a boy.
 
   He felt like hugging the overgrown bastard. “That’s great,” he said, excitedly. He turned to Darla, who still sat at the table with a sour look on her face, “Did you hear that, honey? We’re going to New Byzantium.”
 
   Darla’s face brightened instantly. She got up from her chair and practically ran over. “Are you serious?” she asked, her face betraying a hint of apprehension.
 
   “Yes, said Jon. New Byzantium is our next destination.”
 
   Darla leapt at Jon, throwing her arms around his thick neck and screamed. Jon laughed, placing a hand to his ear, a hopeless attempt at protecting his eardrum from Darla’s high pitch.
 
   “Come, let’s sit down while Jon can still hear,” said Seiben, comfortable in teasing Darla now that the matter was resolved. The group walked to the table and sat down. He liked it much better to have his wife smiling beside him. He rested his hand on her knee and she left it there, glancing his way to let him know the argument was over.
 
   “So, what are your plans for New Byzantium?” said Jon.
 
   Darla answered. “We’ll find some temporary lodging and then look for something more permanent. After the years at the station I can’t wait to have a house and a yard again.”
 
   “That sounds nice,” said Jon. “I’m sure you’ll be very happy there.”
 
   “What about you?” said Darla, a mischievous look in her eye.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She looked at Breeah and said, “You should think of joining us. Settling down. New Byzantium is a free world. A democracy. The corporations don’t govern there.”
 
   “That does sound lovely,” said Breeah, looking at Jon, who seemed a bit uncomfortable now.
 
   “I don’t know. We’re still looking for the Hermes crew,” said Jon.
 
   “And then?” said Breeah. “What happens after you find your crew?”
 
   I… I’m not sure,” said Jon. 
 
   Breeah shook her head. “We could do it, you know. We could settle down and make a life there.”
 
   Seiben chuckled, enjoying the show. He preferred Jon to himself on the hot seat. He figured he might as well earn some extra points with Darla while they were at it. “It’s nice on New Byzantium,” he said. “There are lots of good schools. Anki would love it.”
 
   Jon shot Seiben a threatening glance, and Seiben had to bite his lip to keep from laughing. The reality was that while he may be having some fun at Jon’s expense, he did think it was the best option for him. He could see that Jon was happy with Breeah and Anki. Why not make a life together? He could put all the fighting and killing behind him. He could start fresh.
 
   “Why don’t we have a look around when we get there and then decide?” said Jon, waving the white flag.
 
   Breeah smiled, nodding her head, the look on her face seemed to say, ‘I’ll believe it when I see it.’
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Jon lay awake in bed, Breeah soundly asleep beside him. He thought about his situation, considering New Byzantium and whether or not the Seibens were right. Should he put everything behind him and start a new life with Breeah and Anki? He believed that was what he wanted, to have a family again. But could he live life as a civilian? He had spent his whole life fighting. He knew nothing else. Perhaps he could secure a position with their military, or their police force. It was a possibility.
 
   What about his crew? They were out here because of him. They were relying on him. How could he just abandon them? They deserved something better than living aboard a Chaanisar ship. What if they had the option of settling down on New Byzantium as well? Would they take it? They might. After all, they couldn’t stay on board this ship. Or could they?
 
   The Chaanisar ship did have a jump system. He felt the symbiont inside him jump on his train of thought. It pushed the thought further, and Jon suddenly became aware of its intention. The symbiont wanted him to seize the ship. The thought stunned him. Seize the ship? He hadn’t even considered it. The thought was crazy. Even if he wanted to, and he wasn’t entirely sure he did, it had a full crew of Chaanisar soldiers on board. Each one of them augmented with Juttari technology. He didn’t have enough Marines to try something like that. It would be a suicide mission. So why would the symbiont even suggest it? 
 
   I thought you were some kind of master strategist, thought Jon. All I see is a crazy alien.
 
   The creature responded with the same thought. Seize the ship. 
 
   How? We’re outnumbered, and outgunned. It’s impossible.
 
   A realization struck him, and he wasn’t sure if it was his own, or the symbiont’s. He quietly got out of bed, careful not to wake Breeah, and walked to the adjacent room. Once there he accessed a network console. When they boarded the Chaanisar vessel he had allowed the AI access to the Chaanisar systems, but ensured it only used the access Bast had given him, and refrained from attempting to access anything more. The Juttari systems were sophisticated and he didn’t want the AI to call attention to itself, or trigger any alarms. In reality, the AI was military grade, and had been created with digital warfare in mind. That meant it could hold its own against the average Juttari defenses. It was also capable of learning, adapting, and evolving, which was part of the reason Jon allowed it to access the ship’s network in the first place. Even without attacking the ship’s defenses, it could still study them. It could analyze network traffic and learn. If Jon needed it to mount an attack in the future, it would be better equipped to execute. Right now, however, he just needed some questions answered.
 
   “AI, what is your impression of the Chaanisar network and its defenses?” said Jon.
 
   “The network is hardened and robust, Captain,” said the AI.
 
   “Assess your probability of success if you attempted a network takeover.”
 
   “The front line defenses would be easily overwhelmed. I could tunnel deep into their systems before being detected.”
 
   “But you would be detected?”
 
   “Most definitely, Captain.”
 
   “What are the chances of success after detection?”
 
   “By that time, I would be firmly entrenched within their network. The Chaanisar would launch counter-measures and attempt to remove my presence. I do not believe they would be successful, however the tactic would slow my advance deeper into their systems.”
 
   “The Chaanisar would be alerted to the attack and move against us.”
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
   “Have you been analyzing the network traffic?”
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
   “How are the Chaanisar accessing the network?” He didn’t know why he asked this question, but he felt it was somehow important.
 
   “They often interface directly with the ship’s systems.”
 
   “Interface directly? What does that mean?”
 
   “They are using their brain chips, Captain. They are effectively making themselves nodes on the network.”
 
   Jon felt the symbiont’s prodding. Its message suddenly became clear. The symbiont had been maneuvering him towards this realization. It was a clever little monster.
 
   “AI, what if you didn’t attempt to takeover the ship’s systems, but attacked the Chaanisar brain chips instead?”
 
   “This tactic would have a high probability of success. I would need to attain the proper security level, which wouldn’t pose much of a challenge. It would be relatively easy to infect them.”
 
   “Infect them?”
 
   “Yes, Captain. I would behave like a virus. I would replicate myself onto the Chanisaar’s brain chip, then continue to the next one. In this way, I would still exist on each brain chip after they disconnected from the network.”
 
   “I see. And once you infect their chips, would you be able to control their actions?”
 
   “Yes, Captain. I could lie dormant for as long as required, then activate myself and take control. All infected Chaanisar could then be controlled remotely.”
 
   “How would you control them if they weren’t on the network?”
 
   “A back door would be created that could be activated through any signal. If they are capable of receiving a transmission, they can be commanded.”
 
   Jon felt the symbiont’s excitement. It urged him to command the AI to initiate the takeover. He wasn’t ready, though. He would be enslaving the Chaanisar in the same way as the Juttari had. Wouldn’t that make him the monster? These Chaanisar rescued him and his crew. What if they were sincere? What if they truly just wanted their freedom? Their humanity? 
 
   Lies, the creature whispered. The Chaanisar were a threat, just like they’d always been. This was an opportunity to strike first. To gain the upper hand while he still had a chance. He had the element of surprise. He could take over the ship without firing a shot. How many atrocities had this crew committed? Who was he to absolve them of these crimes? They were not worthy of his compassion.
 
   Perhaps not, thought Jon. But I am not a slaver. I am not Juttari, nor Kemmar. Whatever the Chaanisar are, they were once human. I will give them a chance to be human again.
 
   He felt the creature growl its displeasure. No longer able to enforce its will through torture, it had to accept its role as a mere adviser.
 
   Most of all, thought Jon. I am not like you. I’m still human.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Jon stooped and stumbled as he walked through the muddy street, feigning drunkenness. His hood hung over his forehead, the darkness obscuring his face. His hands remained under his cloak, hidden from view. The evening was wet and cold. He looked no different than anyone else in town. The guards had noticed him, but did not seem overly concerned. The ruse worked so far. As he neared he performed again. This time he pretended to lose his balance, taking several steps toward the men and then falling face down at their feet.
 
   “What the hell is your problem?” said one of the guards. “Take your sorry ass away from here before you get hurt.”
 
   Jon took his time moving, lying in the mud, waiting for the inevitable reaction. He didn’t have to wait long. One of the guards stepped into him with a kick to the side. A powerful blow, Jon took most of it on the arm, careful to protect his ribs. He moaned in pain to satisfy the guard, in reality happy the guard had not chosen his face.
 
   “Are you stupid or something?” said the guard, towering over him. “Get up and get out of here while you still can.”
 
   “Ok, I’m getting up,” said Jon. “Please don’t hit me again.” The guards laughed as he slowly rose. 
 
   Anger coupled with hate inside him, the fury raging like a tempest. He despised these men. These traitors. Collaborators who would sell out their own kind for personal gain. Worse than the Juttari, death was too merciful a verdict for them. Unfortunately, tonight death would have to do. 
 
   Jon’s hands moved imperceptibly under his cloak. He felt the hard wooden handles and wrapped his fingers around their familiar length, freeing the twin knives strapped to his belt. Rising to his feet he slowly turned to face the two men. Raising his head he took a look at their faces, hoping to find some clue to explain why a man would side against his own kind. Of course there was material gain in working with the Juttari. One received many privileges and luxuries. All while the rest of humanity suffered. Was that all it took? Money? Status? He couldn’t accept it. There had to be something more. Something deeper he hadn’t understood. Yet as he gazed at their faces he saw nothing but greed and a lust for power.
 
   “Go on! Get out-”
 
   Jon’s cloak flew around him as he spun, one blade slicing through the first man’s throat in a clean, fluid motion, while the point of the other knife slid deep into the windpipe of the second. Both guards’ eyes went wide as they fell to their knees. The first tried to call for help, but could only manage gurgling sounds as the blood streamed from his wounds. The second gripped his throat, trying in vain to stop the hemorrhaging. They both collapsed onto the mud.
 
   Jon crouched above them, watching the life drain from their eyes, “Consider yourselves lucky. This death is too good for you.” As he got up he let out a soft whistle. More cloaked figures appeared and ran toward him out of the darkness. They rushed past into the Governor’s compound. One of the men stopped, looked at the guards and then at Jon. It was his father. His eyes held a mixture of sadness and pride, but he said nothing, for there was nothing to say. He only nodded and gestured for Jon to follow.
 
   They entered the Governor’s grounds, clinging to the shadows to avoid detection. There would be many more guards, and they would have to maintain the element of surprise for as long as possible if they hoped to succeed. 
 
   The Governor lived in high style, his home a study in extravagance. Beyond the gate was a large courtyard, bordered by a palatial two story building. The building wrapped around the courtyard in a horseshoe shape, with a second floor balcony that ran the entire length of the structure. Crouching behind a tree, Jon’s father pointed to a guard keeping watch on the balcony. Jon took off, moving in a crouch, hiding himself from the light. 
 
   When he made it to the corner of the building he started to climb. The decorative carvings provided easy grips for Jon’s hands and feet. Growing up he had always been an agile climber, and often tested himself on the many rock faces near his home. Scaling the side of this building was not difficult, though the wetness of the stone forced him to take more care than usual. A lifetime of climbing and constant training had given him powerful fingers and a vicelike grip. His hands would not slip. He glanced down as he climbed, the autumn wind blowing his unkempt hair out of his face. There were still many guards down there. His father watched his progress, waiting for Jon to remove the sentry on the balcony. If unsuccessful, his men would be seen as they moved.
 
   They all relied on him. Just one mistake and he would unravel the mission. One error would see everyone killed. His father had tried to reassure him before the mission began. He told him how well trained and skilled he was. How he showed more natural talent than anyone he had seen. How this was his opportunity to put that talent to use. That was why he had Jon deal with the outer guards. That was why Jon would be the one to take the Governor himself. This was not his first mission, nor was it his first kill, but tonight he took the lead. Tonight he left childhood behind. Tonight Jon was the tip of the spear.
 
   His stomach tightened as doubt began to creep into his mind. He took deep breaths to calm himself, in through his nose and out through his mouth, just like his mother had taught him. He reached for another crevice, gripped it with two fingers and pulled. What if he wasn’t ready? What if they all died because of him? He knew he had the training, but what if he hesitated, or made a mistake? He pushed through the questions and found the strength to beat back the anxiety, if only for a moment. One step at a time, he thought. Just focus on this one task.
 
   He looked back to the guard on the balcony. The man turned to face him. Jon froze. For a long, torturous moment he held his breath. His heart stopped beating. Time stood still. The man looked straight at him. He could swear the man was looking into his eyes. He was going to sound the alarm. The mission was doomed. 
 
   The man cocked his head and took a few steps forward, still staring directly at him. Jon let go of the wall with one hand and reached for one of his knives. He pushed his chest against the corner of the building, his knees straining as he squeezed them into the stone. The man continued his approach, but did not raise his energy weapon. Was it possible he couldn’t see him? His face seemed to question what he saw, but had begrudgingly decided to double check. He came closer, his free hand casually dropped to his belt. What was he reaching for? Jon couldn’t make it out. Was it another weapon? A communication device? Was he about to warn the other guards? The man pulled the object free of his belt and raised it, pointing it directly at Jon. A flashlight.
 
   The slender blade struck the man perfectly in the eye, penetrating the paper thin bone of the socket and burying itself to the hilt in the man’s skull. The force of the throw sent the man careening backward onto the stone floor. He hit with a thud. Jon cringed. He looked back to the courtyard, but the guards hadn’t noticed anything out of place. He waited to be sure, but the guards continued to stand their ground, giving no indication that they heard the man fall. 
 
   Satisfied, he looked over his shoulder and made eye contact with his father. He flashed the hand signal, indicating the sentry was dead. Relief spread across his father’s face and for a moment Jon thought he saw the hint of a smile. His father signaled the rest of the men and the courtyard came alive. Jon waited and watched as the dark figures flowed through the shadows, the gleam of steel flashing in the night. Throats were slashed. Hearts pierced. Judgment passed. They were reapers tonight. For the guilty there would be no escape.
 
   Moments later the resistance owned the bloody courtyard. Jon climbed onto the balcony, pulled his knife out of the dead guard’s skull, and broke into a run. He had studied the layout of the compound and knew which window led to the Governor’s bedroom. His job was simple, get to the room and seize the man. With no alarms sounding Jon fully expected to find his target snoring in bed. All he had to do was get to the room.
 
   A door opened up ahead and a guard stepped out onto the balcony. Jon threw his knife without breaking stride, the point piercing the side of the guard’s neck, severing his carotid artery. A few strides later and Jon had reached the man. Sidestepping the spraying blood, he grabbed the knife’s handle and yanked the blade forward, cutting through the windpipe. He kept running, barely registering the sound of the man dropping to the floor behind him.
 
   He reached the Governor’s room and slowed to a stop beside the window. The light was still on. The Governor wasn’t asleep. A man was yelling inside the room. He peeked through the window, to assess the situation. There was no bed in the room, rather it looked more like a living room with a couch and several chairs. It was the wrong room. He breathed easier when he saw the Governor. The man was pacing back and forth, his massive belly swinging from side to side as he moved. Jon wondered how his skinny legs could support all that weight. It was clear that the Governor was the one yelling, but who was he yelling at? Jon peered further into the room and spotted another man wearing a uniform. Then two young boys standing and crying. The boys looked to be about four or five years old. Fresh recruits for the Chaanisar. They appeared to have just been taken from their families. That must be why the Governor was awake at this hour.
 
   Jon struggled to stifle his anger. He had a job. The target was the Governor. But what about the boys? Who would help them? There would have to be a change of plans. He backed away from the window and looked over the balcony to his father. He signaled the change and requested help. Even at this distance the disapproval on his father’s face made Jon flinch. Nonetheless, his father issued a silent command of his own. Two men bolted from their positions, and began scaling the walls like giant black spiders. The two hit the balcony and raced to Jon’s location. When they approached Jon recognized his two cousins, Jason and Michael. Both were older, well into manhood and sporting thick black beards. 
 
   “What’s going on?” whispered Jason, eying Jon suspiciously. He knew what his cousins were thinking. Was this a mistake? Was Jon too young? In over his head?
 
   “The Governor’s not asleep, and he’s not alone,” said Jon, holding his cousin’s gaze. “There’s another man and two boys in there. We need to save the boys.”
 
   “What?” said Michael, an incredulous look on his face. “That’s not part of the plan. We’re only here for the Governor.”
 
   “And we’re going to get the Governor, but I’m not leaving those kids behind.”
 
   Michael exhaled sharply and looked in the direction of the room.
 
   “You know as well as I do what’s going to happen to those boys,” pleaded Jon. “The Juttari are going to turn them into Chaanisar. I can’t let that happen, can you?”
 
   “No,” said Michael, resigned to his fate.
 
   “Ok,” said Jason. “You’re the lead, so lead.”
 
   Jon felt a surge of pride, but successfully kept it in check. “We can’t go through the window, like originally planned. We’ll have to hit the room from the inside. The other man is armed, but I didn’t see any weapons on the Governor. There might be guards in the hallway outside the room.”
 
   The two men nodded and Jon led them back to the door the guard had emerged from. The three hooded men stepped over the guard’s body and the pool of blood covering the floor.
 
   “Damn cousin,” said Michael. “Did you have to make such a mess?”
 
   Jon ignored the comment and approached the glass door. He held up a fist as he scanned the corridor on the other side. With an all clear they headed inside. They crept up to the end of the corridor and stopped. Jon peered around the corner and saw an empty hallway. No guards. Their luck was holding up. He signaled to his cousins and the three moved, quietly rushing down the hall towards the Governor’s room. 
 
   Jon could hear the Governor yelling as they neared their destination. He was quite the blowhard. They flanked the door. Jon reached over, gripped the doorknob and turned it. He felt the latch release and gave the door a nudge, allowing it to swing open. The yelling stopped.
 
   Blades flew into the room followed closely by the three cloaked figures. The uniformed man crashed into the wall as three knives struck him, two in the chest and one in the face. 
 
   “Help! Guards! Help!” cried the Governor, his voice a panicked screech.
 
   Jason reached him first, pressing a sharp edge against his throat. “You will be silent, or you will die,” growled Jason. 
 
   The Governor nodded his head frantically and stopped shouting, but the damage was already done. Michael put away his blade, shouldered his energy weapon, and ran to the door.
 
   Jon crouched in front of the two frightened boys and smiled. “We’re going to get you out of here. Get you back to your mom and dad. But I need you to do as I say. Ok?”
 
   The two nodded, still frightened but becoming hopeful.
 
   “Good. Now things are going to be a little scary until we get out of here. I want you both to stay low and stay behind us.”
 
   “Jon, we need to move. Now,” said Jason, shouldering his own energy weapon.
 
   “Ready?” said Jon, looking at the boys. The boys wiped their tears, trying their best to look like little soldiers. Jon smiled reassuringly and headed for the door. He gripped the stock of his weapon and prepared for battle.
 
   Jason approached from behind with the Governor in tow, already tied and gagged. “One wrong move and I’ll put an end to your piss poor life. Do you think I’m lying?” The Governor shook his head. Jason then looked to Jon, “Lead the way cousin.”
 
   Jon led them out into the hallway. No guards yet, which was good. Maybe they hadn’t heard the Governor’s cries for help. He knew it was a foolish thought, which was confirmed when two guards came running around the corner. Jon squeezed his trigger. The weapon hummed as blue lightning burst forth, striking his target in the chest and sending him sprawling backward. Michael fired at the same time, and his energy bolt hit the man to the right, spinning him around like a top.
 
   The group continued to move forward, rounding a corner heading to a wide staircase. They were greeted by energy blasts. They lunged for cover as guards fired from the bottom of the stairs. Jon crouched beside a thick banister and fired back. Two guards were trying to make it up the stairs. Jon lined one up in his sights and squeezed off a couple of blue bursts into his skull. Upon seeing the man tumble down the stairs, his partner turned and tried to run. Jon squeezed off two more shots and the blue energy burned a whole in the man’s back. He dropped face first on the steps.
 
   There were more men at the bottom, but none dared trying to climb up. Jon ducked as energy bolts splintered the wood of the banister. Hidden behind him the little boy cried but stayed put. Jon fired off a few shots, but was forced to duck as another barrage tore into the banister. His cousins weren’t faring much better. They had the high ground, but were outnumbered.
 
   Come on, Father, thought Jon. Where are you? As if in answer to his pleas, energy weapon fire erupted to the rear of the guards’ position. The guards turned their attention behind them, attempting to fend off the cloaked men who had crept up on them. Encouraged, Jon and his cousins increased their rate of fire, pinning down the guards. The tide turned and the guards found themselves in a hopeless position. Trapped in a deadly crossfire, they were quickly killed off without mercy.
 
   A whistle announced the all clear. Jon looked at the two trembling boys, “It’s ok, it’s all over.” He took them by the hand and led them down the stairs. Behind, Jason and Michael followed with the Governor in tow.
 
   At the bottom his father approached, the anger clearly visible on his face. “What have you done?” he said, gesturing at the two boys.
 
   “I couldn’t leave them, Father. You know what would happen to them if I did.”
 
   “There are greater stakes at play than this,” roared his father. “You jeopardized the mission.”
 
   “Did you not rescue me when I was taken?”
 
   “Yes, but you are my son.”
 
   “Who will rescue them?” asked Jon. The two boys remained quiet, looking up at him and his father apprehensively.
 
   “It seems you will,” said his father, clearly exasperated. “There is no time for this. We have to leave.” He ordered the men to move out. He turned back to Jon, “You cannot rescue everyone. Remember that.”
 
   “I am not rescuing everyone, just these boys.”
 
   His father’s expression softened. “Heed my words, son,” he pleaded. 
 
   “I will,” said Jon.
 
   His father looked at the boys, “They are your responsibility. See that they keep up,” the scowl returning to his face.
 
   “Yes, Father,” said Jon. “Thank you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Colonel Bast sat in the small interrogation room studying the Diakan sitting across from him. General Tallos had his hands and feet bound, though he posed little threat. He would have no hope against Colonel Bast’s augmented abilities. No, the restraints were intended to perform a psychological function. They reinforced the dynamics of their relationship and reminded Tallos that he was no General here. Bast wondered if it had any effect on Tallos. Surely Tallos had performed his fair share of interrogations and knew the process.
 
   “I am surprised that Captain Pike has not yet come to visit,” said Tallos, his face expressionless, the sarcasm clear.
 
   “You think highly of yourself,” said Bast. “I am surprised you haven’t adjusted that perception.”
 
   “Yes, well it seems you still hold my wisdom in high regard, Colonel.”
 
   Bast ignored the remark. “What can you tell me about Captain Pike?”
 
   “Colonel, I am sure you already know everything you need to know. I know you gained access to his military record when the Hermes project was compromised.”
 
   “Much of the information was missing.”
 
   “I’m not sure what else I can add.”
 
   Bast sighed. “General, you are lying to me. You know as well as I do that things can become very uncomfortable for you. I will eventually get the information I want. Isn’t it better to avoid all that unpleasantness?”
 
   Tallos stared back at Bast with large, unblinking eyes, then seemed to make a decision. “I think we can develop a relationship, Colonel. One where we both benefit.”
 
   “Really? What do you imagine something like that would look like?” said Bast, not trusting the Diakan in the slightest.
 
   “I have already told you. I can facilitate your return home.”
 
   “This ship is my home.”
 
   “I’m referring to Earth.”
 
   “I cannot return. None of us can. Our brain chips do not allow it.”
 
   “Perhaps, but what if you find Doctor Ellerbeck? What if she can remove the chips? Would you return then?”
 
   “We would not be welcome. No human on Earth would accept us. We’re better off out here.”
 
   “Not if you were to return as heroes. I can make that happen for you.”
 
   Tallos had offered this before. Bast didn’t want to give in to the Diakan, even if the thought of returning to Earth was tantalizing. If things turned out the way the Diakan said and Tallos could make it so his crew were welcomed, that might be worth pursuing. He could also just as easily brand them as criminals and have them executed for treason. On Earth the roles would be reversed and Tallos would hold all the power. Bast didn’t like how that sounded. It would be wisest to string Tallos along, while keeping all options open.
 
   “I am prepared to establish a tentative agreement with you, General. Tell me what you know, continue providing assistance when needed, and if you prove useful I will return to Earth.”
 
   “This is progress. I can agree to these terms.”
 
   “Very well. Tell me about Captain Pike.”
 
   “The information about Captain Pike was removed because he is an assassin. He performed numerous ‘black operations’ for Space Force and Diakus.”
 
   “I see. I assume he is good at what he does?”
 
   “Captain Pike is not just good, Colonel. He is the best.”
 
   “Why give someone like that command of a starship? Was the Hermes involved in some elaborate Black Op?” 
 
   “Captain Pike was not Space Force’s choice to Captain the Hermes. It was Diakus that requested he be given command.”
 
   Bast sat back in his chair, feeling confused. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would Diakus do something like that?”
 
   “Because, Captain Pike is not just an assassin. He is also a Diakan experiment.”
 
   “Experiment? What did you do to him?”
 
   “I can assure you, Colonel, I had no involvement in what was done to the Captain. I was only brought in after he was assigned to the Hermes project. My role was merely to advise the Captain, and take over the mission if he lost control.”
 
   “Lost control of what?”
 
   “Captain Pike had a Diakan symbiont implanted into his body.”
 
   Bast’s stomach tightened, reminding him of the Juttari technology in his own body. “Why would you do something like that?”
 
   “Look no farther than yourself, Colonel. Your Juttari implants have made you a super soldier. A formidable opponent on any battlefield. Diakans are not slavers, like the Juttari. Still, Diakus wanted a way to counter your effectiveness. A symbiont was genetically engineered for Captain Pike. It was able to augment his own physical capabilities. Unlike your implants, the symbiont is a living, sentient being. Diakans have long lived in harmony with their symbionts. If humans could successfully host Diakan symbionts, their augmented capabilities would make them a powerful asset for Diakus.”
 
   “You bastards,” said Bast, struggling to control his emotions. “You’re no better than the Juttari.”
 
   “On the contrary, Colonel,” said Tallos, in that infuriatingly even tone. “We are very different from the Juttari. We have not abducted any children. We have not enslaved anyone. Captain Pike volunteered for the experiment.”
 
   They were slavers. They were simply better at hiding it. If they implanted humans with Diakan symbionts, weren’t the human hosts now part Diakan? If the symbionts were sentient, did they not have their own loyalties? Could Diakus not command the symbionts? Could the symbionts in turn not command their human hosts? The pieces suddenly came together.
 
   “You lost control of the symbiont,” he said, pointing a finger at the smug Diakan.
 
   Tallos blinked. “We did not control the symbiont in the way you are suggesting. It is not a brain chip. The symbiont was supposed to enhance the Captain’s strategic and tactical abilities, yet the Captain behaved irrationally. In that regard the experiment failed.”
 
   “Because the Captain tried to rescue the Reivers?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Bast wondered what might be going on inside the Captain. Was there some hidden battle waging between him and his Diakan symbiont? Was he fighting for control of his own body? Bast knew how that felt. The Juttari dictated his actions his whole life. Had the symbiont done the same to Captain Pike? Tallos believed that the experiment failed. Perhaps it indicated that Captain Pike had won out over the symbiont.
 
   “How do you think the Captain will behave moving forward?” said Bast, still trying to understand.
 
   “Have you not heard what I just said? The Captain is irrational. How can I predict what he will do?”
 
   “Try.”
 
   “If the symbiont still has influence, my guess is it will see you as a threat and act accordingly.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense. We rescued him and his crew.”
 
   “You are expecting gratitude? Interesting. That is a human way of thinking. Perhaps your humanity will prevail after all. The symbiont, however, is not encumbered by these notions. It will view things rationally. Like a Diakan. It will deduce that the only reason you have rescued the Captain and his crew is because you need to find Doctor Ellerbeck. They can convince her that it is safe to remove your brain chips. Once that task is performed, you will have no use of the Hermes crew. At that point you become a threat.”
 
   “The symbiont will make the Captain act first.”
 
   “If it still has influence over him, yes.”
 
   “Let’s assume that is the case. What could he do against a ship full of Chaanisar soldiers?”
 
   “I do not know, but I would be concerned if I were you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   The youthful Prime Minister of New Byzantium, Christopher Sallas, studied the stern face on the screen in front of him. The gray haired man reminded him of a derelict freighter, long past its prime.
 
   “I still don’t see how any of this is our concern,” said the aging Franz Stumpf, CEO of Amboss Corporation. He had an impatient look about him. One that shouted, ‘Don’t waste my time.”
 
   “How can you say that?” said Sallas, incredulous at Stumpf’s comment. “The Kemmar Empire has ruthlessly annexed Otan space. Soon they will be threatening human space.”
 
   “There is no guarantee of that, Mr. Sallas,” said Stumpf, taking on the air of a parent lecturing a child. “The Kemmar and the Otan have been neighbors for centuries without a problem. Obviously the Otan did something to provoke this response from the Kemmar.” 
 
   “Provoke this response? We are receiving reports of orbital bombardment. They’re targeting civilian centers. Murdering millions. They’re throwing survivors into the Kemmar slave trade. This is not a response, this is an extermination.”
 
   “I am sure these reports are exaggerated. Probably Otan propaganda to generate sympathy for their cause.”
 
   Sallas did his best to keep his mouth from hanging open in disbelief. “The reports are from reliable sources. This is real, and we’re next. The colonies need to stand together. If we present a united show of force, the Kemmar will think twice about attacking us.”
 
   Stumpf laughed. “A united show of force? Are you joking?”
 
   “No, Sir, I am deadly serious. If each colony sends a contingent to the border, we would have some hope of mounting a defense against the coming attack. We may even discourage it altogether.”
 
   “Mr. Sallas, I realize you are young and new to your position, so I’m going to attribute your proposal to inexperience. By amassing a large force on our border we will be provoking the Kemmar. That would make their invasion a certainty.”
 
   Pompous asshole, thought Sallas. “I disagree. If the Kemmar see us as separate entities they will pick off our planets one by one. The Kemmar are an aggressive, expansionist species. The Otan has long acted as a natural buffer between us and the Kemmar. With that buffer gone there is nothing stopping them from annexing each of our systems.”
 
   “Mr. Sallas, what we need right now is diplomacy. The Kemmar Empire can be a tremendous trading partner. This is an opportunity to gain access to their markets. The last thing we should do is behave in a hostile fashion. Once the Kemmar understand our value, they will have no desire to invade.”
 
   “There is more at stake here than just profits,” said Sallas dismissively.
 
   “Let’s not turn this into an ideological debate, Mr. Sallas. Just because New Byzantium is no longer under corporate rule does not mean that profits matter any less. New Byzantium is closest to the border and stands to benefit the most from any potential trade agreement. Think of your populace.”
 
   “You mistake me, Sir. I am not against profit. I am against invasion by alien slavers. The Kemmar are not a peaceful species. They will attack.”
 
   “That is where you are mistaken. The Kemmar engage in peaceful trade with many civilizations. Why wouldn’t they do the same with us? Besides, with the exception of your planet, the rest of the colonies are commercial enterprises, not nations to be invaded.”
 
   Cursed man, thought Sallas. “If the Kemmar invade and New Byzantium falls, Amboss will be next.”
 
   “Mr. Sallas, I’m afraid you see threats where none exist. Nonetheless, I can assure you that Amboss Corporation will not be sending any forces to your border. I don’t expect any of the other corporations will do so either. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a very busy day ahead of me.”
 
   Stumpf ended the transmission leaving Sallas staring at a blank screen. He initiated another communication, this time with General Juneau. A hawkish face appeared on the screen. Dark, menacing eyes stared back at him.
 
   “I’m sorry, General. Amboss refused to send help to our border.”
 
   “That is unfortunate,” said Juneau.
 
   “Has there been any new developments?”
 
   “The Kemmar have tried to send scout ships past our borders, but we have intercepted and chased them off. They are testing us. Gauging our response.”
 
   “Is this a prelude to an attack?”
 
   “Not at this time. They are busy cleaning up the mess they made invading the Otan. That will keep them occupied for a long while. The border incursions are merely meant to gather information.”
 
   “So we have time to plan.”
 
   “Time will not save us. We need more ships.”
 
   “Understood. I’ll keep working on the other colonies.”
 
   “Will that be all, Sir?” said Juneau. There was something in his tone that Sallas didn’t like. It was the way he said the word ‘Sir’, with a hint of contempt in his voice. Sallas assumed it had something to do with him being a civilian. He had never served in the military, but Juneau would have to get over it. The people elected Sallas as Prime Minister. That’s all that mattered.
 
   “Thank you, General. That is all,” said Sallas, cutting the communication link. 
 
   Sallas rose and walked out of his office. Directly adjoining was a larger room with several couches and large comfortable chairs. Less formal than his office, this room was for more relaxed meetings. Sitting on one of the couches was an attractive red headed woman. Sallas sat down beside her and eased back into the soft cushions.
 
   The woman studied him for a moment and said, “Your meeting didn’t go well, I take it?”
 
   He looked into the woman’s mesmerizing eyes, and had no desire to discuss his meeting. “No, but I’ll convince them.”
 
   “I hope so. Our encounter with the Kemmar was not pleasant.”
 
   “Yes, you were lucky to come out of that alive. But enough of this unpleasantness. What do you think of our medical facilities?”
 
   “They are impressive.”
 
   Sallas laughed. “You’re kind. I’m sure we are nowhere near as advanced as what you are used to.”
 
   “Actually, you are more advanced than us. We rely on alien medical technology for most of our needs.”
 
   “That’s right. What did you call your aliens again? Dukans?”
 
   “Diakans,” said the redhead, smiling.
 
   “Diakans. I’ll try and remember next time.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I don’t imagine we’ll be seeing any Diakans out here.”
 
   “You made it ‘out here’. You never know who will come next.”
 
   “My arrival here was an accident.”
 
   “A lucky accident,” said Sallas, smiling. “Now, Ms. Ellerbeck, I do believe you agreed to have dinner with me.”
 
   “I believe I did.”
 
   Sallas stood up and stretched out his hand. Dr. Elizabeth Ellerbeck took the hand and allowed Prime Minister Sallas to lead her out of the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   “So that’s New Byzantium,” said Kevin, looking at the distant blue planet on the viewscreen. “Looks like my kind of place. Lots of water means lots of beaches.”
 
   Jon glanced over at the big man. “Lots of islands too,” he said. “Maybe you’ll find something like the one you grew up on.”
 
   Kevin smiled, taking on a far-away look, like he was lost in a memory. “Nah. That place is one of a kind.”
 
   “Either way it looks like a fun place. We should stick around for a bit.” Colonel Bast was standing nearby and Jon was sure he could hear their conversation. “Colonel Bast,” said Jon, waving the man over.
 
   “Yes, Captain?”
 
   “My crew hasn’t had any downtime since we left the Sol System. New Byzantium looks like a nice place. We should stick around for a while, give the crew some shore leave.”
 
   Bast looked confused. “Shore leave?”
 
   Jon shared a knowing glance with Kevin, who was already grinning at Bast’s question. “Yeah, shore leave. R and R. You know, time off to relax.”
 
   “But there is still a lot that needs to be done,” said Bast, in protest. “We relax when we sleep, is that not enough?”
 
   “Hang on a second,” said Kevin. “Are you saying that Chaanisar soldiers don’t get any time off from duties?”
 
   “No, why would we?”
 
   “You’ve never taken a vacation?” pressed Kevin.
 
   “No,” said Bast, still looking confused at the line of questioning.
 
   “Ok, well humans need downtime,” said Kevin. “We need a break from our duties every now and then. Otherwise bad things happen.”
 
   “I see. So if you do not give your crew vacation time they become insubordinate.”
 
   “They won’t become insubordinate,” said Jon, taking exception with the comment. “Some time off this ship, on a nice planet with beaches and sunshine, would rejuvenate the crew. They’ve gone through a lot of hardship. Shore leave would do them some good.”
 
   “It might do your crew some good too,” said Kevin.
 
   “My crew does not require such luxuries,” said Bast, dismissively.
 
   “I thought you were trying find your humanity?” asked Kevin.
 
   “Yes, Chief, that is true, but our implants prevent fatigue.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you don’t need to learn how to relax. How are you going to learn about social interaction?”
 
   “You might have a point. I’ll consider it. Captain, if you feel your crew will benefit by taking shore leave, then I am not opposed to it.”
 
   “Picking up Space Force beacon,” said the tactical officer.
 
   “Location?” said Bast.
 
   “New Byzantium.”
 
   “See, it’s meant to be,” said Kevin. “Now we have an excuse to stick around.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Prime Minister Sallas sat at his desk, trying to focus on the day’s duties, but finding himself distracted. Ever since Elizabeth Ellerbeck arrived on New Byzantium he had been captivated. First with her story, then, soon after, with her. She was like something out of a fantasy. A beautiful woman from mythical Earth. It would have all been unbelievable if not for that life pod of hers.
 
   Of course General Juneau felt threatened by the whole thing. He wanted to interrogate her and keep her in isolation to minimize any possible threat. A typical overreaction from Juneau. 
 
   She was not a threat. Sallas saw that straight away. She had important knowledge she could share. Advances in medicine that were well ahead of anything they had achieved. Why would you treat someone like that as a prisoner? He intervened and freed her from the military’s clasp. Another action that earned Juneau’s ire. It didn’t matter, the General was wrong, whether he chose to admit it or not.
 
   The more he spoke to her the more enthralled he became. He enthralled with her stories of Earth and its terrible history. How it was conquered and liberated. The more he listened, the more he realized he couldn’t get enough of her. She was fascinating, beautiful and intelligent. What more could a man want?
 
   A communication request brought him back to reality. The request came from one of his advisers. He accepted the link and a middle aged man appeared on his display. 
 
   “Sir, we have picked up an unidentified warship approaching New Byzantium,” said the man.
 
   “A warship?” said Prime Minister Sallas, straightening in his chair. “How did it enter our system undetected?”
 
   “Unknown, Sir. The military is moving to intercept.”
 
   “Is the vessel hostile?”
 
   “Unknown, Sir. It is a precaution. Our forces don’t want it to get within striking distance of the planet until we know more about its intentions.”
 
   “That sounds reasonable. Send me a visual of this warship.”
 
   The translucent display split into two and an image of the vessel appeared. Sallas didn’t like what he saw. The sinister looking vessel was quite large and looked to be heavily armed. How did something like that get this close without us noticing? Sallas thought. He stared at the mystery ship in wonder when something occurred to him. With a wave of his fingers a third screen sprang up and Dr. Ellerbeck’s face appeared.
 
   “Hello, Mr. Sallas,” said Ellerbeck.
 
   “I thought I told you to call me Christopher?” said Sallas, pretending to be offended.
 
   “You did. I’m sorry, Christopher.” She flashed him that disarming smile and he almost forgot what he contacted her for.
 
   “Elizabeth, I want you to look at something and tell me if you recognize it.” Showing her the ship violated a string of security protocols, but he had a gut feeling that the appearance of this unidentified ship was no coincidence.
 
   “Sure, I’ll do my best.”
 
   “It’s a warship, but we have no idea where it came from. I’m sending you an image now.”
 
   “I don’t believe it,” said Ellerbeck, her face going pale.
 
   “So you recognize this vessel?”
 
   “Yes, I do. Do you remember the stories I told you about Earth being conquered?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Ellerbeck looked at him with dead serious eyes. “It’s them. Christopher, the Juttari have come.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   “Picking up multiple contacts on an intercept course,” said the tactician.
 
   The same alert flashed in front of his eye as the message simultaneously came in through his brain chip. With a thought he pulled up a visual of the contacts. Definitely military vessels, they were similar to the destroyers he’d faced back at DLC station.
 
   “Reading weapon signatures. Contacts look to be destroyer class military vessels.” The tactical officer knew that Bast had received the information directly, but announced it for the benefit of the Space Force officers on the bridge.
 
   “So much for shore leave,” said Chief St. Clair, resignation in his voice. “I knew it was too good to be true.”
 
   Bast glanced over at Captain Pike, who seemed to be studying him, rather than looking at the contacts on the viewscreen.
 
   “Any thoughts, Captain?” said Bast.
 
   “I think Kevin’s right,” said Pike. “Shore leave’s not going to happen.”
 
   Bast nodded and wondered if Captain Pike and Chief St. Clair behaved like this on the Hermes.
 
   “Maintain course,” ordered Bast. “Prepare for defensive action if needed.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “You can’t really blame them,” said Pike. “You don’t have the friendliest looking ship in the galaxy.”
 
   “Friendly or not, we have a life pod to retrieve,” said Bast.
 
   “You won’t get any argument from me,” said Pike.
 
   “Helm, prepare to jump us into high orbit around New Byzantium.”
 
   “That’ll get their attention.”
 
   “I’d rather not use the jump system, but if they become unreasonable we will have to show them what they’re up against.”
 
   “Nothing like the threat of orbital bombardment to make a planet sit up and take notice.”
 
   The Chaanisar Heavy Cruiser continued to coast toward the planet, as the three destroyers raced to intercept.
 
   “We are being hailed, Sir.”
 
   “Route the communication to my console,” said Bast.
 
   A stern looking woman in a military uniform appeared on Bast’s display. “Juttari vessel, you have unlawfully entered New Byzantium territory. You are ordered to leave this system immediately.”
 
   “This is Colonel Bast. Who am I speaking to?”
 
   “My name is Captain Evans.”
 
   “Captain, how do you know that this is a Juttari vessel?”
 
   “That information is classified. What matters is that you cease your advance and leave this system. Will you comply?”
 
   “And if I refuse?”
 
   “You will be fired upon.”
 
   “Sir, two of the destroyers have changed vectors. They are moving to flank us,” said the tactical officer.
 
   “Captain, we are not what we appear to be. This ship is no longer under Juttari command. We are on a peaceful mission.”
 
   Bast’s screen went blank as Captain Evans disconnected the communication link.
 
   “It appears we are not the only unfriendly ship out here,” Bast said, looking at Captain Pike.
 
   “It does sound like they mean business. Are you going to jump, or wait to see if they’ll fire?”
 
   “They obviously want to flank us. They won’t fire until they’re in position. Any suggestions, Captain?”
 
   “No. I like your strategy. Firing on the destroyers will further alienate the planet, regardless of who’s right. We’re here to retrieve our people, not prove how tough we are.”
 
   Bast nodded. He wondered whether he was speaking to Captain Pike, or the Diakan symbiont. Was there any difference between the two? He pondered his own implants. They were a part of him, and it was difficult to imagine a life without them. Even the brain chip. As much as he despised the control it could exert on him, he couldn’t imagine a life without it. Did Captain Pike feel the same way about his symbiont?
 
   Through the feed to his brain chip, he watched the destroyers flank his ship. As he expected, Captain Evans hailed him again. He accepted the hail and the woman’s face came up on his console.
 
   “Colonel Bast, this is your last chance. Cease your advance, turn your ship around and leave this system immediately, or you will be destroyed.”
 
   “Captain, as I tried to tell you earlier, this is all a misunderstanding. We are not Juttari.”
 
   “I don’t care who you are,” said Evans, furrowing her brow. “Will you comply?”
 
   “No,” said Bast, terminating the communication. “Helm, initiate jump.”
 
   Through his brain chip Bast watched as the three destroyers opened fire on him, and then they were gone, replaced by the dramatic sight of New Byzantium spinning underneath them. Bast gazed at the planet in wonder. It was a galactic work of art. He wasn’t sure why, but there was something about oceans that had him mesmerized. He wondered if it wasn’t a kind of homesickness. Perhaps some hidden memory of Earth.
 
   “Breathtaking,” said Chief St. Clair. “We definitely have to find a way to make that shore leave happen.”
 
   “Contact! The planet is firing missiles at us.”
 
   “Time to impact?” said Bast.
 
   “Two minutes.”
 
   “Hail the planet and prepare to jump to the planet’s north pole.”
 
   A balding man’s face appeared on Bast’s console. He wore a military uniform and seemed like he was having a bad day.
 
   “Who am I speaking to and why have you fired on us?”
 
   The man spoke a little louder than would be expected, not exactly yelling, but certainly trying hard to be intimidating. “Juttari vessel,” the man said. “You have violated New Byzantium territory. Leave now, or you will be destroyed.”
 
   “Yes, you’ve already warned us. Please relay this message to your superiors. We are not Juttari. We have the Hermes crew with us, including Captain Pike. We merely want to talk to someone and explain the situation.”
 
   “You are ordered to-”
 
   “Do it now,” said Bast and terminated the communication. “Initiate jump.”
 
   The Chaanisar ship reappeared above New Byzantium’s north pole. They were far enough away that the missile shouldn’t be able to re-establish a lock on them.
 
   ”Is it just me, or do these people seem a little thick headed?” joked Chief St. Clair.
 
   “You know, I was thinking the exact same thing. What are the chances of that?” laughed Captain Pike.
 
   Bast opened another communication link with the planet and the same balding man appeared on the screen, his jaw slack and his eyes wide.
 
   “How did you do that?” the man asked.
 
   “I will discuss that with whoever governs your planet. Facilitate the connection and stop firing on us.”
 
   The man nodded and said, “Please hold while I brief my superiors.”
 
   They waited for some time. The planet didn’t fired more missiles at them. Bast kept an eye on the three destroyers, which had changed course and were now heading back to the planet. They had some time until the ships made it close enough to be a threat. Hopefully he could talk to someone before that happened. 
 
   A moment later another hail came through from the planet. A youthful looking man in civilian clothes appeared on Bast’s display. “This is Prime Minister Sallas, leader of New Byzantium,” said the man, his tone formal and serious.
 
   “I am Colonel Bast, commander of Chaanisar ship 7249.”
 
   “Colonel, would you mind explaining why a Juttari warship is orbiting our planet?”
 
   “As I’ve said repeatedly, we are not Juttari.”
 
   “No? Then what are you?”
 
   “We are Chaanisar.”
 
   Sallas turned to someone off camera and nodded. Turning back to Bast he said, “Being Chaanisar and being Juttari are one and the same.”
 
   “Not on this ship, Prime Minister. We have revolted against the Juttari. They no longer control us. Although I am curious as to how someone one thousand light years away knows so much about the Juttari?”
 
   “I am not at liberty to share that information,” said Sallas. “You mentioned you have the Hermes crew on board your ship. Are they your prisoners?”
 
   Bast laughed. “Of course not. They are our guests.”
 
   “Forgive me if I am skeptical.” He turned to the person off camera again and then said, “You claim to have Captain Pike on board, is that correct?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I would like to speak to him.”
 
   Bast turned to Captain Pike, who had been following the discussion. Bast gestured his hand to the console and Pike approached. Standing in front of the display he said, “This is Captain Pike.”
 
   Sallas looked off camera and then smiled. “Captain, there’s someone who’d very much like to speak to you.”
 
   The Prime Minister shifted and a red headed woman appeared. She looked at the camera and her eyes widened. “Captain, is that you? Are you alright?”
 
   A broad grin formed on the Captain’s face. “Doctor Ellerbeck, I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you.”
 
   Bast caught his breath. They had done it. They had found the Doctor.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Jon woke to the sounds of battle. Angry shouts, panicked screams, and thunderous explosions filled the night. He grabbed his energy weapon and jumped out of bed. His father taught him to sleep fully clothed, gun at the ready, when in the field. He shouldered the weapon and rushed out of his tent. Outside was forest and chaos. Several dead bodies lay at his feet. He knew them. Members of the resistance. Where was the enemy? Blue energy bolts lit up the dark sky as running figures fired upward. He craned his neck, trying to see the threat. There. Triangular lights shone through the treetops. He pointed his weapon at the lights when someone grabbed him by the arm and pulled. He whipped around, freeing his arm and leveling his weapon. He exhaled sharply when he came face to face with his father. His cousins stood behind him, their weapons pointed at the sky.
 
   His father’s eyes were wide and urgent. “Run you fool. Run!”
 
   Jon needed no more encouragement and he took off with his father and cousins. “What’s happening?” he asked.
 
   “They found us,” said his father, without breaking stride.
 
   “Who found us?”
 
   “The Chaanisar.”
 
   The word sent a spike of cold terror up Jon’s spine. “We have to go back. We have to save the boys.”
 
   “The boys? They’re the ones who led the Chaanisar to us,” yelled his father.
 
   “What? How?”
 
   “They were tagged with trackers when they were captured. In case they tried to run. It was already too late when we found out.”
 
   Jon went silent. It was his fault. His choice to rescue the boys doomed the mission. He had cost the lives of good men.
 
   As if reading Jon’s mind his father said, “Don’t blame yourself. I should’ve known better. I should’ve checked them before we left the compound.
 
   “What about the Governor?” asked Jon.
 
   “Dead. I saw to it myself. Rammed a blade right through his heart. Too good for him, but better than nothing.”
 
   “What about everyone else?”
 
   “They have to make their own way. We can’t stay together or those devils will catch us all,” his father glanced back at Jon, the moonlight shining off his glistening forehead. Eyes grim. “Enough talk now. We head for the caves.”
 
   They ran through the forest, barely able to see. They didn’t use flashlights for fear of the Chaanisar finding them. They relied on memory and sure-footedness to see them through. Jon feared losing an eye as branches kept whipping his face. More than the branches he feared the pine needles, dreading the thought of one of them puncturing his eye ball. He pulled his hood down low, covering his forehead and eyes and buttoned his cloak over his chin. It offered some relief and allowed him to focus on keeping up.
 
   He was big for his age, but fast and agile. Mountains and forests had been his back yard his whole life. His every step felt familiar. Every sound, every smell, was accompanied by a memory. His parents had taught him how to survive. If he needed to, he could live on his own in the wild indefinitely. He knew how to find food and shelter, and how to stay safe from predators. Wolves, coyotes, bears, and even the secretive cougar. He could spot their signs and always knew when they were near. But the Chaanisar were a different kind of predator. Could he survive against such an advanced hunter?
 
   They ran for over an hour through the forest before they finally reached the caves. They had put a little over ten kilometers between them and the camp, but that meant nothing. A Chaanisar soldier could cover that ground in half the time without breaking a sweat. Their vessel could cover the distance in minutes. They had gotten this far through luck alone. The Chaanisar would come, it was only a matter of time.
 
   Even in the dark, the moonlight illuminated the rock face up ahead. Halfway up was a small opening that allowed access to the caves. When they reached the base of the cliff his father gestured for Jon to go first. He was the best climber after all. Jon slung his weapon over his back, reached up, grabbed a chunk of rock in each hand and pulled. He found footings for his feet and pushed higher. His cousins followed, with his father coming up the rear. 
 
   The rock was relatively dry which made climbing easier. He had reached a height level with the surrounding treetops. The moon shone brighter now, unobstructed by the tree canopies. A light wind blew, flapping his cloak about, without hampering his progress. He took in a deep breath of cold mountain air and reached for an outcropping of rock. He pulled himself up and grabbed for another. Something caught the corner of his eye and he turned to look. It was the Chaanisar craft, hovering above the treetops, hunting for resistance fighters. It moved across the top of the forest in wide, sweeping patterns. His gut tightened when he realized that it was headed in their direction.
 
   “They’re coming,” he said, looking down at his cousins. “We have to hurry.”
 
   “Shit,” said Jason, looking across the trees and spotting the Chaanisar ship. 
 
   Gripped by fear they climbed faster, no longer concerned with falling. The vessel covered a surprising amount of distance in a very short time. It seemed to glide across the treetops, like it was skating on a frozen pond. Jon heard its engines now, and the sound drove him harder. In his haste his foot slipped, sending small stones down on top of Jason’s head.
 
   “Ow! Watch it,” said Jason.
 
   “Sorry, cousin,” said Jon.
 
   “Never mind, just hurry,” Jason replied, his voice tense.
 
   Jon kept going. A few more meters and he finally reached the mouth of the cave. His hand groped the ledge in the darkness, searching for something to grab. He found a gap between two rocks, enough to squeeze his fingers in. He anchored his hand and kicked up a leg. His foot hooked the lip, the muscles in his thigh burning. He took a breath and pulled himself up onto the ledge. 
 
   The engines were louder. The Chaanisar closer. The sound reverberating against the rock. Jason reached the ledge next and Jon helped him up. Then came Michael, Jon and Jason together hoisting him up. His father was last. The ship practically on top of them now. It hovered just ahead of the cliff. Its lights sweeping the forest. Sophisticated equipment searching for the remaining fighters. Soon those lights would bathe the rock face. They would be seen and then there would be no escape.
 
   He peered over the edge at his father. He almost made it. He had to make it. “Come on, father. They’re on top of us,” pleaded Jon.
 
   His father growled in response and miraculously pushed himself to move even faster. When his hands reached the ledge, Jon and Jason both reached down and heaved his body the rest of the way onto the ledge. 
 
   One of the lights swung up and stopped, lighting the four men up.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   “Go!” shouted his father.
 
   The four scrambled as one into the darkness of the cave. First diving, then clawing, grasping, pushing as deep as possible into the cramped cavity. The ship fired. The men fell. Down a hidden chute they crashed, falling over one another as the Chaanisar pounded the entrance above. The cave shuddered, threatening to collapse on top of them. Rocks joined them in their descent, and above was a terrible crash. Their fall came to an end, piling the men up in a tangle of limbs and stone. The firing stopped. All around was darkness.
 
   “Jon,” called his father. “Are you ok?”
 
   “I think so,” said Jon. His body hurt all over, but he didn’t think he broke anything. He pushed someone off of him, not sure if it was Jason or Michael, and sat up.
 
   “Jason? Michael? You two in one piece?” asked his father.
 
   “I’m ok,” said Michael.
 
   “I think I broke my nose,” said Jason.
 
   “Don’t worry, it’s probably an improvement,” said Michael.
 
   A fist smacked against flesh.
 
   “Ow,” Michael cried. “I was just joking.”
 
   “So was I,” said Jason.
 
   “Ok, cut it out,” said his father. “From the sound of that crash I think they caused a cave in. Lucky we fell when we did.”
 
   “It didn’t feel lucky,” said Jon, rubbing the goose eggs forming on his scalp. “What do we do now?”
 
   “We can’t just sit here, that’s for damn sure,” said his father, turning on his flash light. He shone it around them at the walls. They had fallen into some kind of pocket. There were two separate openings on the far side. He brought the light back to illuminate the group. “Do any of you know these caves?”
 
   Jon and his cousins shook their heads.
 
   His father grunted. “Neither do I.”
 
   “Damn,” said Jon. “What do we do?”
 
   “Pick one,” said his father, pointing to the two tunnels up ahead.
 
   Jon looked over at the tight openings and cringed. “Do I have to?”
 
   “Do you want to die in here?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then pick one.”
 
   Jon took a deep breath. “Oxygen,” he said. “How much oxygen do we have?”
 
   “I don’t know,” his father said slowly. “We should be ok. These caves exit on the other side of the mountain. We’re not sealed in. There’ll be enough oxygen. Now stop stalling and pick one.
 
   “Okay. The one on the right, I guess.”
 
   “The one on the right it is. Do you have your flashlight?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s right here.”
 
   “Good. You’ve got lead.”
 
   Jon’s jaw dropped.
 
   “Is there a problem, son?”
 
   He was testing him. Again. Of all the times to choose. He looked back at the opening, feeling claustrophobic. Wanting desperately to say no. “There’s no problem,” Jon said, swallowing hard. “Let’s get going.”
 
   His father gave an approving smile. Jon wondered if his grandfather had pushed his father as hard when he was Jon’s age. Who am I kidding? he thought. Grandfather probably pushed him harder.
 
   Jon pulled out his small, tactical flashlight and crawled over to the ominous looking tunnel. He shone a light inside to see what he was getting into. Dirt covered the ground and rocks protruded out from the walls at odd angles. It seemed doable. At least from this end.
 
   “You going to stare at it all day, cousin?” said Jason, lining up behind him.
 
   “I’m going.” He put the flashlight in his mouth and entered the tunnel on his hands and knees. There was plenty of room for him. He had at least a foot clearance on all sides. The ground was mostly dirt, but he became aware of the stone underneath every time his knee landed on a hard protrusion. The tunnel snaked off and he could only see a few meters ahead before it turned again.
 
   “It’s getting narrower,” said Jon. Jason was a fair distance behind him, but there was no need to yell. The smallest sound travelled effortlessly through the tunnel. The group spread themselves apart. It was safer not to be bunched together in case something happened. 
 
   “Can you fit?” said Jason.
 
   “Yeah, but if it keeps closing in I’ll have to crawl on my belly.”
 
   Jon’s prediction came true. The ceilings and walls closed in on him and he dropped to his elbows, continuing in an army crawl. He fought the urge to shudder as insects with way too many legs crawled across his hands. He wondered how many were on his clothes where he couldn’t feel them. The hairs on the back of his neck rose. The walls continued to narrow, forcing him to tuck in his elbows. He squeezed through the tunnel an inch at a time, groaning with the effort. His flashlight flickered, and he cursed as it went out. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
   “Shit,” said Jon, smacking the side of the light with his palm.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Jason asked.
 
   “My flashlight went out. It must’ve been damaged in the fall.”
 
   “Can you keep going?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll try.”
 
   He pulled himself forward with his elbows, beads of sweat dripping off his nose. Surrounded by total darkness. Constricted by hard, dank stone. Jon felt anxiety creep in. 
 
   He tried to breathe, the way his mother taught him. Deep breaths. In through the nose, out through the mouth. He searched for his center. Tried to remain calm.
 
   I’m going to die trapped in here, he thought. Paralyzing fear overwhelmed him. It wasn’t the fear of death, but the fear of being trapped in the blackness of this horrible place. I won’t give up, he thought, trying to fight the panic. I can do this.
 
   He tried to move forward, but didn’t budge. I can’t move. The realization sent a spike of cold dread down his spine. His heart beat harder. He struggled to keep control of his breath, but it quickened as well. His hands trembled and it suddenly occurred to him that he might pass out. 
 
   No. No. I’m losing control. I can’t lose control. 
 
   He tried pulling himself again. Still nothing. 
 
   I’m going to die.
 
   Would someone find his skeleton one day? Maybe hundreds of years in the future. Would anybody else ever crawl through this tunnel? 
 
   I can’t die in here. I won’t die in here. 
 
   He pulled again. His arms burned. Jagged rocks clawed at his ribs. He cried out in pain. But he moved. 
 
   He pulled again. This time it was easier. He pulled through until he freed himself.
 
   “What the hell are you whining about?” said Jason.
 
   Jon laughed as relief washed over him. “You’ll see. There’s a really tight spot. It’s a bitch to get through.”
 
   “I told you not to eat so much you overgrown ox.”
 
   Jon laughed so hard his side hurt.
 
   “Not only are you big, but you’re loud too. Quiet down or you’ll cause a cave in.”
 
   “Okay,” said Jon, regaining control of himself. He looked ahead into the darkness and pushed on. The tunnel was still cramped, but it no longer threatened to suffocate him. He had enough room to get back into army crawl. His elbows and knees felt raw, like the flesh was being ripped away each time he moved. He tried to take his mind off the pain and turned his thoughts to the mission. Where had the Chaanisar come from? They couldn’t have been the compound, or else the whole operation would’ve failed. Their intelligence said nothing about Chaanisar. Why were they here?
 
   The Juttari wouldn’t normally waste something as valuable as a Chaanisar soldier in circumstances like this. The Chaanisar were better deployed on the battlefield. The Governor wasn’t that important. He was merely a regional tyrant. He could easily be replaced. It had to be the resistance. 
 
   He thought about the meeting with the Diakans. His father had said the movement was growing. We’re hurting them. We’re making a difference. That was it. The Juttari are getting desperate. That’s why they’re deploying the Chaanisar. The realization stunned him. They might actually have a chance. They might actually win.
 
   A sound brought him back to reality. It came from up ahead. He heard it again. Squeaking sounds. His stomach lurched as he recognized the noise. Rats. He suppressed a gag reflex and forced himself forward. 
 
   He hated rats. When he was little his grandfather showed him a large one that he had killed. He had pulled back its mouth to show him its teeth. They were nasty looking things. Long and yellow. His grandfather told him that rats had ridiculously strong jaw muscles and could even gnaw their way through brick. A long series of nightmares followed and Jon spent too many nights lying awake in bed, imagining giant rats coming to feed on him.
 
   He pushed on as the squeaking sounds grew louder. Was he crawling into a goddamn nest? Something crawled across the back of his hand and he jumped, hitting his head on the hard ceiling. “Damn it,” he cursed. Was it possible for a goose egg to grow on top of another? 
 
   He moved again and wet fur quickly brushed against his nose. He flayed his hands around making contact with more of the critters. The squeaking intensified as the rats raised the alarm. Tiny feet scurried across the top his head. He swatted at the thing, terrified it would climb down onto his face and bite off a chunk of his nose. 
 
   They were all around him, darting around in their own confusion. His breathing quickened. His heart raced. He swatted in front of his face, doing what he could to keep them away. He shut his eyes tight, trying to protect them from childhood nightmares. They were all over his arms. He suppressed the urge to scream, fearing that one would climb into his mouth.
 
   At last he felt them scurry away from him. Tiny feet raced off his arms making him tremble with disgust. He tried to calm himself. His mind knew they were gone but his body still felt them. He flinched at the imaginary vermin crawling all over his body. 
 
   They’re gone, he thought. Calm down. He focused on his breath and began to get his heart rate under control. His mind cleared.
 
   Wait a second, he thought. The rats are running away from me. There must be a way out. For a moment he wondered if that made sense. Then he decided he didn’t care. There was a way out and that was all there was to it.
 
   An exit gave him a renewed sense of purpose. They weren’t going to die in the darkness. He continued down the long tunnel for what felt like hours. What time was it? Were the Chaanisar still out there, waiting for them? He decided he would gladly face the Chaanisar rather than climb through this tunnel again. 
 
   He crawled a bit further and hit a wall. The tunnel had ended. How? Where did the rats go? He still couldn’t see anything, so he used his hands to feel around for clues. There had to be something. They couldn’t crawl backward through the tunnel. They would never make it. 
 
   He reached up above his head and felt nothing. Where was the ceiling? He pulled himself up to his knees, ducking his head out of reflex. He reached up again, but still the ceiling wasn’t there. He rose slowly to his feet. Nothing. He stretched his back. It felt good to stand again. Feeling the walls around him with his hands he realized that the tunnel had turned upward.
 
   “The tunnel’s ended,” he called out. 
 
   “Is there an exit?” said Jason.
 
   “Not sure. We have to climb.”
 
   Jason muttered something inaudible. Probably a curse. Jason was a good climber, but after crawling through these caves it was probably the last thing he wanted to do. For Jon, climbing was a hundred times better than crawling in the darkness. He stretched out his hand, grabbed hold of some rock and pulled. 
 
   Every muscle in his body screamed, but he powered through the pain. Jon figured he’d be in bed for a week if he made it through this alive. He steadily scaled up the wall until his hand found a ledge. 
 
   He pulled himself up to his feet and looked around. A cavern surrounded him with long stalactites hanging from the ceiling. Then it dawned on him. He could see. He wheeled around, trying to identify the source of the light. He followed it and soon came upon an opening. As he walked through he was bathed in morning sunlight. He was sweaty and dirty, and his body ached all over, but at that moment he couldn’t imagine any better feeling than the sun on his skin.
 
   The peaceful moment was short lived as his instincts kicked in and he began to feel exposed. He dropped back into the cave, out of the sun’s glorious rays, and took a less visible position behind some rocks. 
 
   Were the Chaanisar still there? Had they seen him? He scanned the surrounding sky, looking for the vessel that had attacked them a few hours ago. There was nothing out of the ordinary. Just endless blue sky. His eyes scanned the forest canopy. He saw nothing, but anything could be hiding underneath those trees.
 
   “See anything, cousin?” said Jason from behind, startling him.
 
   “Don’t sneak up on me like that,” he said, glaring back at Jason. 
 
   His cousin laughed and slapped him on the back. He winced. How much damage had he done to his body?
 
   “No, I don’t see anything,” he said, scanning the trees again.
 
   “We made it.”
 
   “Don’t be so sure,” said his father, approaching from behind with Michael. “They could be anywhere down there.”
 
   “So what do we do?” said Jon. “Stay here?”
 
   “No, we keep moving. The farther away we get, the better.”
 
   Jon sighed. All he wanted to do was sleep.
 
   As if reading his mind, his father said, “If you stop now, your muscles will seize up and it’ll be worse.”
 
   Jon didn’t think his body could feel much worse.
 
   “We can sleep when we get home,” said his father. “Come, we’ve got a long day ahead of us.”
 
   Jon looked outside again, this time scanning the sides of the mountain. There was a small goat path stretching out away from the cave and down the side of the mountain. They could walk down. Thankful for the small reprieve, he rested a hand on his weapon and ventured out onto the path.
 
   He took a few steps and stopped. He whipped around and looked back at the treetops below. 
 
   “What’s wrong,” said Jason.
 
   “Nothing. I just felt like someone was staring at me.”
 
   Jason laughed and punched Jon in the bicep. “Don’t worry, cousin. I’m here to protect you.”
 
   Jon shrugged, feeling stupid, and continued down the path.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong, father?” said Jon.
 
   “Nothing, why?”
 
   “You keep turning, scanning the forest like something’s out there.”
 
   His father cocked an eyebrow at him and gave him an approving nod. “We’re being followed, son.”
 
   “What? Where?”
 
   “I don’t know where, but they’re out there.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I just do.”
 
   It sounded odd, but he knew better than to question his father’s judgment. “What do we do?”
 
   “We keep walking. What we don’t do is lead them back home.”
 
   “They want to find our base.”
 
   “Exactly, or they would’ve moved in already.”
 
   “I wondered why we were taking this route.”
 
   His father gave him a grim smile. “Let’s see how long they want to play. Are you up for another climb?”
 
   “You’re not joking, are you?”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “This day’s never going to end.”
 
   “Listen. These are Chaanisar that are following us. They’re stronger, faster, better than us in almost every way.”
 
   “Doesn’t that mean they can out-climb us?”
 
   “Maybe. They have the physical ability to do so, but do you think they’ve done as much climbing as you have?”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   “Do you think they know these mountains as well as we do?”
 
   “No.”
 
   His father smiled. “Maybe we can even the odds a little.”
 
   Jon looked back, trying to catch a glimpse of who was hunting them. He saw nothing but trees. He listened, but heard nothing more than birds. 
 
   By late afternoon they were trudging up a steep incline through the forest. Jon’s leg’s ached from the effort and his socks felt like they had hardened and glued themselves to his feet. His shirt was drenched with sweat, and he had dirt caked everywhere from the adventure in the caves. When had he last eaten? He had grabbed a few berries a few hours back, but nothing else. His stomach growled. Did the Chaanisar get hungry? Were they tired? The stories said they didn’t feel any pain. Were they true? Could they be killed? They were human, or at least they had started that way. A shot through the heart should work just as well on them as on any human. He wanted to find out.
 
   When they climbed up out of the forest Jon thought he had an idea of what his father had in mind. They had emerged into a narrow mountain pass. They stood on a thin path surrounded by sheer rock faces. He stopped and stared up at the cliffs, his shoulders heavy with intimidation.
 
   “Are you ready for your climb?” asked his father.
 
   Jon said nothing. He felt beaten. Exhausted and hungry, he didn’t know if he had another climb left in him. Was there an alternative? Wait for the Chaanisar to catch up and finish the job? No. He’d let himself fall off a cliff before giving them the satisfaction.
 
   “I’m ready,” he said, grimly.
 
   “Good. What we’re going to do is put those bastards into a crossfire. We each climb one of the cliffs, take cover and wait. When they show up we’ll let them get in between us and then we open fire.” He looked each one of them in the eyes. “Chaanisar are fast. If you’ve never fought them you’ll be surprised at just how fast they can move. Stay calm. We have the high ground. No matter how fast they are they still need to climb to get at us. We’ll have lots of time to pick them off. Any questions?”
 
   Jon shook his head, as did his two cousins.
 
   “Okay, let’s get into position.”
 
   Jon picked his cliff and started yet another climb. He cursed as he grabbed hold of some rock and pulled himself up. As conditioned as his body and fingers were, he suddenly didn’t trust them. Pain coursed through his fingers, up his arms, and into his shoulders. The possibility of falling now became very real.
 
   After what felt like hours, he found himself a decent perch. A man sized chunk of rock jutted out from the rock face providing a small nook for him to squeeze into. His long limbs barely fit in the cramped hiding spot, but he welcomed the opportunity to rest. Jon didn’t know when the Chaanisar would appear, but he hoped they would take their time. So long as he didn’t fall asleep he figured the break would do him some good.
 
   The Chaanisar did take their time and dusk had started to set in. Jo
 
   As if they had heard his wishes, dusk had started to set in with no sign of the Chaanisar. Jon watched the path and worried about nightfall. Could they know about the ambush? Was that possible? They might be waiting for the cover of darkness to make their move. Their bodies had been enhanced, could they have night vision? If so, they could sneak up on their position and take them by surprise. He shook his head, trying to expel the negative thoughts. There was certainly a possibility that his father was wrong. It made him somewhat hopeful, until he tried to remember a time when his father was actually wrong.
 
   The faint sound of a small stone grinding into the earth told him someone approached. He shouldered his weapon and waited. Two figures began to emerge from the forest. Other than the Juttari uniforms, they looked like normal men. He studied them as they walked, looking for signs of technology, but there was nothing. No indication that they were any different than him. They held their weapons ready, slowly moving down the path. They acted like they knew something was wrong. How? They raised their weapons and scanned the rock faces surrounding them. 
 
   You’re right, thought Jon. This is a great place for an ambush.
 
   Jon watched as one of them scanned toward his direction. His weapon steadily panned across until it came across his position, and stopped.
 
   “Shit!” said Jon, as the weapon fired. He ducked behind the rock as blue energy bolts crashed all around him. He squeezed in tight, trying desperately to keep his body out of the line of fire. How had he seen him? 
 
   The sound of weapon fire echoed throughout the pass, but it didn’t seem to be pointed at him. He peeked out from his position and could no longer see either of the Chaanisar. The weapon fire came from his father and his cousins. It crisscrossed underneath him. He followed the direction of the fire, trying to spot the enemy. They were climbing. 
 
   He spotted one on the cliff opposite him. Damn he moved fast. Jon joined in the attack, but repeatedly missed the man. Each time he got him in his cross hairs and fired, the man leaped away. Jon had never seen anything like it. The man climbed with the agility of a mountain goat, jumping effortlessly from one location to another, never once losing his footing.
 
   Their tactics weren’t working. The Chaanisar were anticipating their fire and simply getting out of the way. His target would soon be on top of Michael’s position. He had to stop him before that, but how? He would use the Chaanisar’s own tactics against him, that’s how. He jumped out of the way by either knowing, or anticipating, when he was fired upon. Jon would let his cousin fire at the man, and he would anticipate his jump and fire there. He watched as his cousin chased him up the cliff, saw the pattern, and pulled the trigger.
 
   The Chaanisar seemed to realize his mistake in mid-air. His arms and legs shot out, searching for something to grab to halt his momentum. A blur of movement, but only a fraction of a second to adapt. It wasn’t enough, not even for an augmented super human, and he sailed into Jon’s volley. The energy bolts ripped into his back, his limbs found no purchase on the rocks, and he fell to his death. He hit the ground and didn’t move, still Jon followed up with more energy blasts to make sure. This time he didn’t jump out of the way. 
 
   The Chaanisar could be killed.
 
   Weapon fire crashed into the rock face only a few meters below his position, alerting him to the coming danger. Jon whipped his gun around and tried to find the other man. He saw movement below him and fired, but didn’t hit anything. Damn it, where is he. He followed the weapon fire and tried the same trick, anticipating the man’s tactics. It didn’t work. He could hear the man climbing now, and began to feel very exposed. He tried shooting again, but only saw his bolts hit barren rock.
 
   The impact knocked the weapon out of his hand. Jon didn’t even get off a shot. He had been ready, knowing that the man was close. He was going to blast the man the second he saw him. But he didn’t see him. Before he even registered the movement he had been hit with incredible force. Raw instinct saved him. The force had sent both of them hurtling off the perch and somehow Jon managed to get a hand out and find a rock to hold onto.
 
   Unfortunately the Chaanisar had also grabbed hold of Jon’s legs. He couldn’t believe the man’s strength. He looked down as the man reached up and grabbed hold of Jon’s cloak. In that moment of life and death, Jon managed to look into the man’s eyes, and he saw nothing. No fear, no anger, no humanity. Whatever he had been was no more. Jon watched an energy bolt streak across the mountain pass and burn into the man’s back. He exhaled sharply, but kept his grip. The man held Jon’s gaze as a second bolt hit, and for a fleeting moment, as the man fell, Jon thought he saw a smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
   “I’m so happy for you,” said Prime Minister Sallas. “This is wonderful news.”
 
   “I still can’t believe it,” said Doctor Ellerbeck, sitting cross legged across from Sallas’s desk, eyes wide with wonder. “And what are they doing in a Chaanisar ship, of all things?”
 
   “That will be an interesting story, I’m sure. We can hear it first hand when they arrive.”
 
   “Captain Pike is coming to the surface?”
 
   “Yes, he is flying down with this Colonel Bast and a couple of their men.”
 
   “Colonel Bast? I don’t know that name.”
 
   “He is the Chaanisar commander.”
 
   “I see. I’ll need some time to get used to that. Either way, I can’t wait to see the Captain.”
 
   “I can’t wait to learn about this jump technology they have.” He thought about how the ship vanished and reappeared in orbit around New Byzantium. If they had access to that type of tech they could even the odds against the Kemmar. “How far can they travel using it?”
 
   “I’ve already told you too much. I’m really not supposed to talk about it.”
 
   “Technically you’d be talking about Juttari technology, not Space Force.”
 
   “Yes, that’s a clever way of looking at it, but I think I’ll let the Captain decide how much to tell you.”
 
   Sallas noticed the way her tone changed when she spoke about Captain Pike. “You think highly of your Captain, don’t you?”
 
   She seemed surprised by the question. “The Captain is unique, and very capable,” she said.
 
   “He must be to earn your respect. I look forward to meeting him.” He wondered how this would change things. He had grown attached to her in the time they had spent together. What would she do now that her people were here? Would she just pack up and leave? Could he convince her to stay?
 
   “You had mentioned that the ship you were on had been destroyed,” said Sallas.
 
   “Yes, that’s correct. The Captain destroyed the Hermes to prevent its capture by the Kemmar.”
 
   He probed further. “It seems that much of your crew is aboard this Chaanisar vessel. Do you think they’d want to stay on board?”
 
   “I wouldn’t think so, but then I would’ve never expected to see them on that ship to begin with.”
 
   “It must be hard for them to have to rely on a former enemy’s hospitality.”
 
   “It can’t be easy,” said Ellerbeck. “But I don’t know all the details yet. Maybe they think the Chaanisar will take them home, although I can’t see that happening.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “They said they revolted against the Juttari. Doing something like that out here is one thing, but heading back to Sol in a Juttari Heavy Cruiser is another. If they encountered any other Juttari ships along the way their rebellion would come to an end. That ship has some very important technology on board. I imagine the whole Juttari Empire will be looking for it.”
 
   “I have an idea,” Sallas pronounced.
 
   Ellerbeck cocked her head. “I’m listening.”
 
   “What if I make it so your crew can settle on New Byzantium? I’m sure they have a lot to offer us. We can provide them with homes, and positions within our government.”
 
   “Captain Pike is not the bureaucratic type,” she said, with a mischievous smile.
 
   “When I say the government, I am including the military.”
 
   “As I said, I don’t know what their situation is, but they might find your offer interesting. What about the Chaanisar?”
 
   “Do you think they would want to settle here?”
 
   “I have no idea what they would want. If they really have revolted against the Juttari, then this would be the first time they have had free will since they were children. They might be interested.”
 
   “Then it’s decided. The offer will be open to everyone on board that ship.” He felt like patting himself on the back. He could gain access to the jump technology and keep Dr. Ellerbeck on New Byzantium.
 
   His feeling of victory was abruptly cut short when the doors to his office burst open. Soldiers stormed into the room with weapons drawn.
 
   Outraged, Sallas stood and said, “What is the meaning of this. How dare you barge into my office?”
 
   The soldiers didn’t respond. Instead they took positions around his office while two soldiers flanked his desk. Was there a threat against him? Were they here for protection? He thought that the most likely answer, but their silence made him nervous. Someone should have offered an explanation. He was the Prime Minister. He could have them court marshalled for disobeying him, yet they continued to ignore him. What gave them that type of confidence? His stomach turned when General Juneau strode into his office.
 
   “What the hell is going on here, General?”
 
   “Your arrest, Mr. Sallas, that’s what is going on here,” said Juneau, dismissively.
 
   “Arrest? On what charges?”
 
   “Unfortunately I can’t arrest you for incompetence, so how does treason sound? It seems you have been selling state secrets to the Kemmar Empire.”
 
   “What? That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “We believe the Kemmar have infiltrated all corners of the government. We are therefore declaring a state of emergency, and placing New Byzantium under martial law until all conspirators have been rooted out.” Juneau nodded to the two soldiers standing on either side of Sallas and they seized him by the arms.
 
   “Let go of me! You can’t do this General.”
 
   “Really? I thought I was doing it.” He glanced over at Dr. Ellerbeck and said, “Dr. Ellerbeck is a co-conspirator. Arrest her as well.”
 
   “You can’t arrest me,” said Ellerbeck, pushing the soldier approaching her. “I’ve done nothing but try to help.” The soldier seized her by the arm, visibly angry that she had touched him. He wrenched the arm behind her back and she cried out in pain.
 
   “Let her go you son of a bitch,” said Sallas, fighting the two men holding his arms.
 
   The soldier who had hold of Ellerbeck looked back at him, pulled out his sidearm and pressed it against Ellerbeck’s head. She suddenly became very still.
 
   “I suggest you go along peacefully,” said General Juneau. “My men despise traitors.”
 
   Sallas stopped fighting. “Fine. I’ll go. Just take the gun away from her head.”
 
   The two men restrained Sallas’s hands behind his back and the third soldier holstered his weapon and restrained the now compliant Dr. Ellerbeck.
 
   “Take them away,” ordered Juneau. 
 
   The two men yanked on Sallas’s elbows. Pain spiked up his arms into his shoulders. He looked at Juneau as he left. The man walked around to his desk and sat down in his chair, a smug look on his face. 
 
   The old bastard was staging a coup.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “It’s done,” said Juneau to the wrinkled face appearing on the communicator.
 
   “Is he dead?” asked Franz Stumpf, CEO of Amboss Corporation.
 
   “He’s in custody. I can’t just kill him. He’ll need to stand trial first.”
 
   “You need to shoot that bastard right now, or he’ll come back to haunt you,” said Stumpf, clearly annoyed.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I have deployed heavy weapons at strategic points throughout New Byzantium. The troops have been mobilized, and martial law has been declared. As we speak my men are rounding up members of Sallas’s ruling party on charges of corruption and treason. The planet is ours.”
 
   “I hope so, General. We’ve put a lot of faith in you.”
 
   “You won’t be disappointed, Sir.”
 
   “This should send a clear message,” proclaimed Stumpf, a thick vein throbbing at his temple. “This democracy movement on New Byzantium has given the other populations too many bad ideas. People think they can just do away with corporate rule on a whim. Well all that is going to change. When will you start rounding up the activists?”
 
   “We have lists already drawn up of outspoken supporters of the democratic movement. Phase one targets members of the ruling party. Phase two will target the intelligentsia. Phase three the supporters.”
 
   “Good. That should give the other planets something to think about.”
 
   “I’m sure it will,” said Juneau.
 
   “No matter. We’ll make our move on the other planets soon enough. We’ll run media campaigns first, showing how the democracy movement on New Byzantium was merely a front. How Sallas and his party were secretly supporting the Kemmar. We’ll show videos of Kemmar brutality against the Otan. Frighten the masses. Then we’ll round up the activists and charge them with sedition and treason. I don’t foresee any problems.”
 
   “It is a good plan, Sir.”
 
   “That it is. Very well, keep me updated,” said Stumpf and terminated the communication.
 
   Juneau sat back in the Prime Minister’s chair. Now his chair. He ran a hand across the desk’s fine wood grains. Satisfied. His plan had been executed with speed and precision. His ambition finally realized. He was now the ruler of New Byzantium.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
   “I think I’ll find a nice beach house somewhere,” said Seiben, looking at the shuttle’s display of the planet’s surface. “Darla and the kids will like that.”
 
   “You’ll love it,” said Kevin. “I grew up on an island. I went swimming every day when I was a kid. Do you swim?”
 
   “No, I guess I’ll have to learn.”
 
   “How about you guys?” said Kevin, looking at Colonel Bast and Lieutenant Jarvi. “Did the Juttari teach you how to swim?”
 
   “The Chaanisar are trained to adapt to any planetary condition,” said Jarvi.
 
   “Does that mean you can swim?” Kevin asked, smirking.
 
   “Yes, Chief St. Clair, we are superior swimmers.”
 
   “Superior? I think you’ll have to prove that.”
 
   “You know we are augmented. We can surpass an unaugmented human in almost any activity,” said Jarvi.
 
   “I know one activity you’re not superior at,” said Seiben, with a wide grin on his face.
 
   “What activity is that?” Jarvi asked.
 
   Seiben and Kevin both broke out into laughter. Bast and Jarvi seemed confused. Jon rolled his eyes and looked back at the display. They were flying over one of the planet’s massive oceans, heading to meet with Dr. Ellerbeck and Prime Minister Sallas. He was excited to see Dr. Ellerbeck again. She had always been good to him and he genuinely liked her. He also needed her advice on the symbiont. He needed to know if it would become a problem again.
 
   “Colonel, two fighters have just pulled up alongside us,” said the pilot. “They say they are here as an escort.”
 
   “Understood,” said Bast.
 
   “I wonder why we need a military escort?” said Kevin. “Is that normal procedure?” he asked Seiben.
 
   “I’ve never had one. Maybe they’re still scared of you,” said Seiben. “Hell, I’m still scared of you.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Sure. Have you ever looked at yourself in the mirror?” said Seiben, grinning like a Cheshire cat.
 
   “You’re really funny,” Kevin said sarcastically.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Jon knew Seiben was joking, but he thought he might not be far off from the truth. They seemed to know what the Juttari were. They saw the ship jump. He couldn’t blame them for being careful. For all they knew he was their prisoner and the whole thing was a ruse.
 
   On the display the water steadily transitioned into land, and soon they were flying over a sprawling, bustling city. Monolithic towers reached into the sky, lights of every color blinking along their lengths. A complex lattice-like network of high speed rail lines spread out across the surface. Smaller vehicles zipped through the air, to and fro in a frenzied, yet somehow organized fashion. Some things were strangely out of place, however. Heavy weaponry had been deployed on city streets. Mammoth sized Tanks and mechs stood at strategic bottlenecks. As they neared the surface groups of armed soldiers became visible. He felt the symbiont becoming agitated. It clearly didn’t like the situation. The laughter in the shuttle died down as everybody else noticed the military activity.
 
   “What are we walking into?” said Kevin.
 
   “Nothing good,” said Jon.
 
   Bast and Jarvi remained quiet, yet he could see that their eyes missed nothing.
 
   A familiar nervous energy began to envelop Seiben.
 
   The fighters escorted the shuttle to a landing pad which Jon assumed was a government building. They landed and everyone prepared to disembark. Jon looked over to the weapons locker, feeling a need to arm himself. With the exception of Seiben they all wore sidearms, but instinctively Jon wanted something heavier.
 
   “We don’t want to send the wrong message,” said Bast, nodding towards the locker.
 
   “No, of course not,” said Jon, unable to shake a creeping feeling of vulnerability.
 
   “Let’s find out what’s going on,” said Bast, nodding to Jarvi.
 
   Jarvi opened the hatch and the group ventured out onto the landing pad. 
 
   Armed soldiers donning exoskeletons waited for them. The symbiont growled at the sight, and Jon quashed the urge to take cover. They’re friendly, remember? he thought to himself, and to the symbiont. It didn’t seem to agree. 
 
   One of the soldiers approached, the metallic limbs attached to his arms and legs whining as he moved. “Captain Pike?” he said, scanning each of them.
 
   “That’s me,” said Jon.
 
   “I’m Sergeant Fitch. My men and I are here to escort you to your meeting.”
 
   See? Friendly. The symbiont wasn’t convinced and it grew increasingly agitated. Jon’s stomach tightened to the point where his side started to cramp.
 
   Jon glanced at Bast and said, “Lead the way, Sergeant.”
 
   “You’ll have to leave your weapons behind,” said Fitch.
 
   “I don’t think so,” said Jarvi, staring the Sergeant down.
 
   Sergeant Fitch tensed and took a step back, eyes fixed on Lieutenant Jarvi.
 
   “It’s okay,” said Bast. “Do as the good Sergeant asks.”
 
   Jarvi obeyed his commander and removed his sidearm, eyes locked with Fitch the whole time.
 
   Jon and Kevin both removed their sidearms and placed them in the shuttle.
 
   “Can we go now?” asked Jon, more than a little frustrated with the greeting.
 
   Fitch nodded. “Right this way,” he said and stepped forward.
 
   They walked into the building. Fitch and a few solders took the lead, while another group followed from behind. Jon wondered if they were being taken to the meeting, or if they were being taken into custody. Inside the building were more soldiers, mostly standing guard outside what were likely sensitive areas. These ones didn’t wear exoskeletons. Sergeant Fitch led them through a security check and down a few more hallways. They walked through a large room filled with couches and chairs to a set of double doors. The group stopped. Fitch knocked, opened the doors and stepped inside.
 
   “Should I be concerned?” Seiben whispered to Jon.
 
   “I don’t know,” Jon answered.
 
   “That really doesn’t help.”
 
   “I’m sure there is nothing to worry about,” Jon lied.
 
   “And if there is?”
 
   “Then follow our lead.”
 
   “That’s it? That’s your advice? Follow your lead? How the hell am I supposed to do that?”
 
   “Just relax. If something happens just stay close to me and you’ll be fine.”
 
   Seiben didn’t look convinced, but pressed the issue no further.
 
   Ahead of them the doors swung open. “You may enter,” said Fitch.
 
   They walked into the room with the military escort still in tow. Jon immediately noticed the official seal on the carpet, and the furniture. They were in the Prime Minister’s office. But the Prime Minister wasn’t here. Neither was Dr. Ellerbeck. Instead, a man in a military uniform sat behind a large desk.
 
   “Welcome to New Byzantium, gentlemen. I am General Juneau,” said the man sitting at the desk.
 
   “Where’s the Prime Minister?” said Jon.
 
   “You must be Captain Pike,” said Juneau.
 
   “Yes, and you didn’t answer my question.”
 
   Juneau studied Jon and said, “I’m afraid Prime Minister Sallas won’t be able to make our meeting.”
 
   “I see,” said Jon. “What about Dr. Ellerbeck?”
 
   “She can’t make it either.”
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   Juneau sighed. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but Prime Minister Sallas and Dr. Ellerbeck have been arrested.”
 
   “What?!” said Jon. The symbiont wanted blood. “On what charges?”
 
   “Treason,” said Juneau. “I’m afraid Prime Minister Sallas was selling secrets to the Kemmar Empire.”
 
   That son of a bitch, Jon thought. He’s staging a coup. “What has any of that got to do with Dr. Ellerbeck?” he said.
 
   “She was spending a lot of time with the Prime Minister. We believe she is a co-conspirator.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous. I demand her release this instant.”
 
   Juneau laughed. “Do you think you are in any position to be making demands?”
 
   Jon saw where this was going. The General wanted to make a trade. “What do you want, General?”
 
   Juneau smiled. “Your ship possesses an intriguing propulsion system. Give us the technology and I’ll release Dr. Ellerbeck. I believe that is a fair trade.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” said Jon.
 
   “We’ll give you the jump technology,” said Bast.
 
   Jon spun around to face Bast. “Are you crazy?”
 
   “It is my ship,” said Bast. “It is my decision to make.”
 
   “This man is a tyrant. A dictator. You can’t give him jump technology.”
 
   “I can if it means freeing Dr. Ellerbeck.”
 
   “You haven’t changed, Chaanisar,” Jon spit the words out like poison on his tongue. “You still support the goddamn Governors.”
 
   “I believe the man said it wasn’t your decision to make,” said Juneau, derisively.
 
   The sound of the General’s voice set off a time bomb that had been ticking inside Jon for years. Humans suffered because of men like this. Greedy, evil men. 
 
   The creature had heard enough and let loose a silent roar. Kill them all, it demanded. 
 
   Jon struck. 
 
   He hit Sergeant Fitch with his shoulder, doubling the man over, air violently leaving his lungs. With one fluid movement Jon stripped the weapon from Fitch’s hands and squeezed off a round. 
 
   Juneau had begun to stand when the bullet punched a hole in his forehead. Juneau slammed back into the chair. It toppled. Juneau’s lifeless body hit the floor.
 
   Jon whipped around. Firing. The soldier next to him was caught wide eyed. A bullet struck him in the chest hurtling him into the wall. Fitch had begun to recover, although still struggling to take in a breath. Jon fired again, blowing off the top of his head.
 
   Men were shouting. Weapons pointed. 
 
   Bast and Jarvi didn’t hesitate. They moved like demons. A fist ruptured a windpipe. An elbow crushed a temple. Weapons were taken. Bullets sprayed the room. Bodies collapsed amid panicked screams.
 
   Kevin tackled a nearby soldier who took aim at Jon, knocking the weapon out of his hands. Heavy blows crashed into the man’s face, knocking him out before he could react.
 
   Seiben dove to the floor and covered his head with his hands.
 
   Some of the soldiers tried to counter the onslaught. The exoskeletons augmented their strength and speed, giving them the illusion of hope. Their strikes were a fraction too slow. Jon and the Chaanisar stayed one step ahead. The disadvantage proved insurmountable. A soldier leaped at Jon’s back, but struck empty air. He tried to turn, instinctively knowing his enemy had moved behind him. A bullet tore through the back of the man’s skull.
 
   Another soldier bolted to the side, trying to flank the Chaanisar. Bast fired. The bullet struck the side of the man’s head. He flipped sideways, almost completing a somersault. 
 
   The soldiers dead. Jon spun. His weapon pointed at Bast. The Colonel did the same, leveling his own weapon at Jon. The two men faced each other. A stalemate.
 
   “Drop your weapon,” said Jarvi, pointing his gun at the side of Jon’s head.
 
   “Pull that trigger and you die,” said Kevin, pointing his gun at Jarvi.
 
   The doors swung open. More soldiers rushed in. Jon spun away from Bast and opened fire. Dropped one instantly with a couple rounds to the chest. Turned another with a bullet to the shoulder. Finished him with a second round to the neck. Sent the man to the floor, drowning sounds coming from his mouth.
 
   Bast, Jarvi and Kevin had also turned toward the attack, and met the soldiers with their own assault. Their bullets chewed up the advancing soldiers, adding their body count to the rest.
 
   Silence.
 
   Jon turned on Bast again. The Colonel was right there to meet him. Jarvi swung toward Jon and Kevin returned his aim to Jarvi. 
 
   “What the fuck is the matter with you people?” yelled Seiben, rising from the floor. He looked around at the carnage. Dead bodies sprawled all around the room. Blood speckled the furniture and walls. The air became thick with the smell of blood and death. He then looked at the four men, pointing weapons at each other. “Have you all lost your goddamn minds?”
 
   “Ask your friend,” said Bast. “His actions caused this butchery.”
 
   “Me? You’re the one who was going to give jump technology to that bastard,” said Jon.
 
   “We need Dr. Ellerbeck to remove the brain chips. I would gladly trade the technology for her.”
 
   “You’re a fool. You would condemn billions of people. And for what? That piece of shit was never going to release the Doctor.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “Sure I do. He just overthrew his own government. You think a man like that has honor? If he can turn on his own people, what do you think he’ll do to you?”
 
   “Enough!” said Seiben. “Kill each other later. Right now we have to get out of here.”
 
   “He’s right,” said Bast, lowering his weapon. He nodded at Jarvi and the Lieutenant did the same. Jon and Kevin dropped their weapons in response.
 
   Bast’s left eye flickered. “I have advised the pilot of the situation. He is briefing the ship.”
 
   “Through your brain chip?” said Jon.
 
   “Yes. They are quite useful at times.”
 
   “Okay, let’s hurry up and get to the shuttle,” said Jon, turning to leave.
 
   “Unfortunately, that is not an option.”
 
   “Why?” said Jon, turning back to face Bast.
 
   “I ordered the pilot to return to the ship. He is flying up as we speak.”
 
   “What? Why would you do that?”
 
   “Because, we need to rescue Dr. Ellerbeck.”
 
   “I should’ve shot you.”
 
   “Sadly for you, you didn’t”
 
   “I don’t know if you noticed, but there are only five of us. How the fuck are we supposed to break Dr. Ellerbeck out of jail in the middle of a goddamn coup d’etat?”
 
   “Hang on a second,” said Seiben. “Are you telling me you sent our one and only way of getting off this planet back up to the ship?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This is all your fault,” Seiben yelled, pointing at Jon. “I curse the day I rescued your damn life pod.”
 
   “You’re right,” said Bast. “This is all his fault.”
 
   “You’re just as bad as him,” Seiben shouted, his face turning as red as a ripe tomato. “The two of you are a couple of lunatics.
 
   “I am sorry Mr. Seiben,” said Bast. “But we are not leaving this planet without Dr. Ellerbeck.”
 
   “Here,” said Jarvi, handing Seiben a weapon.
 
   “Oh that’s great. Thank you very much for making me even more of a target.”
 
   “He’s right,” said Kevin. “We can’t just walk around the city looking like a team of mercenaries.”
 
   Jon looked at the dead soldiers scattered across the floor. “Uniforms. We need to change into their military uniforms.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Bast and started looking for a soldier similar to his size.
 
   “Really?” said Seiben. “The blood doesn’t bother any of you? How about the bullet holes?”
 
   “You’re right,” said Jon, giving Seiben a reassuring smile. “Concentrate on those who were shot in the head.”
 
   “I don’t believe this,” said Seiben, covering his face with his hands.
 
   “Come on, old man,” said Kevin, slapping Seiben on the back. “Let’s get you some new clothes.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
    
 
   Seiben ran a hand along the smooth contours of the weapon, admiring its lethal simplicity. He had some experience with guns in his life, most recently on DLC station. He would likely get more experience before long. He tried to take a step forward and became airborne, lunging straight into the wall. His arms came up just in time, taking most of the impact.
 
   “What are you doing?” said Jon, standing over a frightened looking soldier. “Don’t make any noise.” 
 
   “Right, because I was trying to slam my face into the wall,” said Seiben. The exoskeleton was more sophisticated than anything he had worn before and he hadn’t adapted to its sensitivity yet. He tried taking another step. This time he made a smaller movement, allowing the exoskeleton to take over and carry his leg through. It worked better, but he still moved farther than he expected. Another step, adjusting slightly once more, and he landed where he wanted. He took a few more steps around the room to be sure.
 
   He heard a loud smack and turned to see the soldier crumple to the floor.
 
   “Did you kill him too?” asked Seiben.
 
   “No, he’s just going to take a little nap.”
 
   “Very generous of you.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Jon. “Are you ready?”
 
   “I think so,” lied Seiben, not really ready for any of this, including the exoskeleton.
 
   “Good. Our sleeping friend here told us where they took Dr. Ellerbeck. Let’s go.”
 
   When he emerged from the Prime Minister’s office Seiben felt completely ridiculous. He had swapped his clothes for a military uniform that barely fit, and held a weapon he wasn’t sure he could fire straight. He stepped awkwardly, worried he might be thrown into another wall.
 
   All Seiben had wanted was to talk to the Prime Minister about emigration for his family. Instead, he probably became an accomplice to a mass murder. Even worse, one of the dead was the new leader of the planet. Now here he was, playing soldier with a group of highly skilled killers. He could just hear Darla chewing him out.
 
   “Don’t worry, old man,” said Kevin, striding beside him with an exoskeleton of his own. “We’ll get through this.”
 
   “What makes you think I’m worried? And why do you keep calling me old man?” said Seiben, exasperation in his voice.
 
   “I don’t mean anything by it,” said Kevin. “It kind of suits you.” He pointed at Jon, Bast and Jarvi walking in front of them. “Look, you saw how the three of them can move, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “They’re augmented. Even with the exoskeletons we can’t match their speed. If anything happens just stay with me. How does your exoskeleton feel?”
 
   “It’s different from the ones we use on the freighters. More sensitive.” 
 
   “Yeah, that’s cause it’s military grade. You think you can handle it?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Good. See, things are looking better already,” said Kevin, slapping him on the back with a giant hand, emptying his lungs of air.
 
   At the end of a long hallway Jon raised a fist and they all came to a stop behind him.
 
   “Looks like an exit,” whispered Jon. “There are guards posted. I say we just act normal and walk out.”
 
   They nodded their agreement and Jon stepped out first, followed by Bast and Jarvi. Seiben felt Kevin give him a nudge and he stepped out, his heart pounding like a jackhammer.
 
   “Just relax,” whispered Kevin. “Act like you belong.”
 
   Jon, Bast and Jarvi walked past the soldiers without any issues. Seiben walked beside Kevin, trying to act normal, but he already felt the soldiers’ eyes on him. It must be obvious he wasn’t a soldier. A bead of sweat dripped off his brow, stinging his eye. Without thinking he brought up a hand to wipe it away. The exoskeleton amplified the reaction, and he punched himself in the face. A thousand lights blinked on and off under his eyelid, and he staggered to a stop, holding a hand to his face. He heard laughter as he tried to open his eyelid. The lights started to fade and he saw Kevin looking back at him, with a frown on his face. Behind him stood the guards, still laughing in his direction.
 
   “You okay?” said Kevin, grabbing him by the bicep and giving him a tug.
 
   “Yeah,” said Seiben, taking a step forward. He scowled at the guards, who sported wide grins. 
 
   One of the guards said, “Can you believe they gave that guy an exo?”
 
   “Nothing surprises me anymore,” said the other guard. “This whole planet is going to shit.”
 
   They made it out of the building onto the street. A palpable tension filled the air. Throngs of people rushed around. Their movements fearful and urgent. Many were burdened with abnormal amounts of groceries, clearly stocking up. They nervously eyed the military presence around them, careful not to stare. Seiben was certain that most just wanted to get off the streets, back to the relative safety of their homes. Up ahead, Jon, Bast and Jarvi stood waiting for Seiben and Kevin to catch up.
 
   “What happened?” asked Jon.
 
   Kevin hooked a thumb toward Seiben, “The old man tried to knock himself out.”
 
   “Really? Why?” asked Jon, trying to conceal a smirk.
 
   “Piss off, the two of you,” said Seiben.
 
   “You think you can run with that thing on?” asked Jon.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Seiben.
 
   “You don’t have a choice,” said Jon. “We need to get away from here fast. Sink or swim.” With that Jon took off down the street. Bast and Jarvi followed. The three men a blur.
 
   “What the fuck?” said Seiben.
 
   “Come on,” yelled Kevin, pulling his arm, almost yanking his shoulder out of its socket.
 
   Seiben ran to keep from being thrown. He slammed into a pedestrian, knocking him onto the ground.
 
   “Sorry,” he yelled, picking up speed. People and objects zipped by him. He was convinced he was going to accidentally kill someone, probably himself.
 
   “Treat it like you’re piloting a fast ship,” yelled Kevin, still pulling him by the arm.
 
   “I hate all of you!” said Seiben.
 
   They took a few hard turns and raced down a quieter street, thankfully with less obstacles. Seiben felt like he was finally getting the hang of the exoskeleton. He felt the cool breeze on his face. The star’s warmth on his skin. Nothing artificial about any of it. Part of him began to enjoy the experience. A vehicle appeared in front of him and he jumped, clearing it in one stride. He laughed. Adrenalin coursed through him. Anxiety turned into thrill. Anger into joy.
 
   A window in front of him exploded. He saw the shards scatter in the air as he ran by. Kevin’s hand seized him and pulled him sideways, off his feet. He tried to regain his footing, his shoes searching for purchase. Up ahead Jon, Bast and Jarvi had already disappeared from view. Kevin let go and Seiben crashed into a wall. He fell to the ground when the sound of gunfire interrupted him mid curse.
 
   They were in a nook. Kevin crouched on one knee against a wall, weapon shouldered, pointing out toward the street. Seiben just sat there, in a daze, watching Kevin discharge multiple rounds. A bullet pinged against the wall beside him. He felt fear’s cold fingers squeeze his stomach, as the report of gunfire filled the streets.
 
   There was a streak of movement. He hoped it was Jon, or one of the Chaanisar. He saw another. The gunfire intensified. Short, controlled bursts replaced by uninterrupted, frantic firing. Shouts. Screams. Then silence.
 
   “Let’s go,” said Kevin, standing.
 
   Sitting in that nook, he felt paralyzed. He didn’t think he could stand, let alone run again. Kevin looked back at him and seemed to understand. He bent down and gently tugged on his arm. “Come on. It’s over.”
 
   Seiben nodded and tried to get up. Kevin’s grip firmed and he leaned against it to get to his feet. He stepped out onto the street and looked back to where he heard the shooting. Several bodies lay crumpled on the ground. 
 
   “They’re coming for us,” said Seiben, icicles forming up and down his spine.
 
   “Yeah,” said Kevin, meeting his gaze. “They’re coming.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
    
 
   “Have you maintained communication with your ship?” said Jon, crouching behind a wall, looking at the military hardware deployed before him. Across a road stood a menacing building, encircled by an impenetrable looking fence. Inside the fence’s perimeter was a military compound guarded by tanks, mechs, towers, and patrolling soldiers. 
 
   “Yes,” said Bast, crouching beside him. “It is still in orbit.”
 
   “I’m assuming they can track us through your brain chips?”
 
   “Yes, they know where we are.”
 
   “Dr. Ellerbeck is in that building, but we need to get past all that armor.”
 
   Bast nodded in understanding. “You want my ship to bomb the compound.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Jon, still contemplating a bullet through Bast’s eye. “You remember how to bomb things from orbit, don’t you?”
 
   “Captain, I never bombed Earth. And your hostility is not helping us achieve our objective.”
 
   “Yeah? Fuck you. How’s that for hostility?”
 
   “You two are like a couple of crying babies, you know that?” said Seiben. “You think you’re mad? You have no idea what mad is. So shut up and do what you have to do so we can all get out of here.”
 
   “Did you grow a backbone when I wasn’t looking?” said Jon, smirking.
 
   “I’m armed, remember?” Hushed laughter broke out, even from the Chaanisar. Seiben scowled at Jon.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Jon, holding his hands up in mock surrender.
 
   “The ship is ready,” said Bast. “They have identified the defenses and will fire on my command.”
 
   “Good. We use the chaos as cover and infiltrate the building,” said Jon.
 
   “Agreed,” said Bast. Kevin and Jarvi both nodded.
 
   “I don’t suppose I can just stay put and wait for you guys?” said Seiben.
 
   “You’ll be in more danger here, than inside with us,” said Jon.
 
   “I was afraid you were going to say that,” said Seiben, dejected.
 
   “I suggest you cover your ears,” said Jon.
 
   Seiben’s eyes widened. “Shit,” he said, clamping both hands around his ears and lowering his head.
 
   Jon looked back at Bast. “Okay Chaanisar, make it rain.”
 
   Bast’s left eye twitched, and a deafening, inhuman shriek followed. Jon looked away as massive bolts of blinding blue energy pounded the compound. The ground shook as each target was peppered with an unrelenting aerial onslaught. Explosions followed, but in many instances the targets simply disappeared. The blue lightning danced around the compound, obliterating its defenses. The guard towers crumbled, and the imposing fence collapsed. The building itself was struck, but with lighter, more focused bursts, targeting weapons in place on its roof and mounted on its walls. Soldiers foolishly poured out of the building, like ants out of a broken hill. They only made it a few feet before blazing sheets of energy engulfed them. Then they were gone.
 
   The firing paused and Jon peered at the devastation in front of him. What had once been an intimidating array of war machinery now looked like the pock marked surface of an asteroid. 
 
   “Have the ship continue firing. We’ll use it as a distraction while we move in.”
 
   Bast’s left eye twitched and the pounding resumed.
 
   “Let’s go,” said Jon, and he led the group across the road into the devastated compound. When he saw the size of the craters left by the ship’s weapons, he was thankful that Kevin and Seiben had put on the exoskeletons. He leaped over one crater, clearing it easily, but had to run around another, its width too big for even him to clear. He jumped over a mound of molten metal, likely where a tank had stood. The ground between them and the building had become a burning obstacle course.
 
   Bast ran up beside him and said, “We should avoid the entrance those soldiers came from.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Jon. “Probably more of them waiting inside.”
 
   They raced past the entrance, relentless energy bursts accompanying them, the blinding light keeping the small group concealed from view. Jon felt the creature’s excitement. It thrived off combat and encouraged Jon to press forward.
 
   They rounded the back of the building and a door came into view. Jon pointed to it and Bast nodded. The group approached the door and it slid open. They ran inside and stopped directly in front of a soldier. The man stared at group, a confused look on his face. He then lunged for a panel on the wall. Lieutenant Jarvi beat him to it, doubling the man over with a punch to the gut. Jarvi stripped away the man’s weapon and let him fall. The man writhed on the floor, hands gripping his stomach, gasping for air.
 
   Colonel Bast stepped in, seized the man by the hair, and pulled him up to his feet. Bast’s hand grabbed him by the mouth. “Shout and I will crush your jaw.” Bast must have squeezed his fingers because the man whimpered in agony.
 
   “Where is Dr. Ellerbeck,” said Jon, approaching the soldier.
 
   “Who?” he said, and then cried out in pain as Bast squeezed again. “I don’t know any Dr. Ellerbeck,” he pleaded, when Bast loosened up.
 
   Jon considered that he might be telling the truth and chose a different approach. “Where is the Prime Minister?”
 
   Recognition spread across the man’s face. “He’s being held in detention.”
 
   “Was a woman brought in with him?”
 
   “Yes, I think so.”
 
   “Very good. Take us to detention.”
 
   “Please, just let me go. I won’t call for help.”
 
   “That won’t be possible,” said Bast, letting go of the man’s jaw and turning him around. He gripped the man by the back of the neck, “Do not try anything foolish, or I will snap your neck in two. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes,” said the man, a solitary tear tracing its way down his cheek.
 
   The soldier took the group to a lift. “No lift” said Jon. “Where are the stairs?”
 
   “This way,” said the man, pointing down the corridor with a shaking finger. He led them to the staircase and said, “We have to go down several flights. Detention is five levels below ground.”
 
   “I hope, for your survival, that you are telling the truth.”
 
   “I am,” said the man. “I’m on your side.”
 
   “What does that mean?” said Jon.
 
   “I agree with General Calledonius. I am pro Sallas. Pro democracy.”
 
   “General Calledonius?”
 
   “Yes. Didn’t he send you to free Prime Minister Sallas?”
 
   “I’m not at liberty to discuss that. Tell me what you know,” said Jon, prying for more information.
 
   “Of course. I understand. General Calledonius is pro Sallas. He is fighting against the coup leaders for control of the planet.”
 
   “You mean General Juneau,” said Jon.
 
   “Juneau is dead. The Colonels are in charge now.”
 
   “I see,” said Jon, shooting Bast a glance.
 
   “When the bombing started we were all convinced that it was General Calledonius. Who else would have the means to strike from orbit?”
 
   “Very perceptive of you.”
 
   “So you see, we’re all on the same side.”
 
   “Remember what I told you,” said Bast. The man looked back and Bast gave him a threatening look.
 
   “Ok, I understand if you don’t believe me. The truth is, the last thing I want is to return to corporate rule. I have kids to think about. I want them to be free to choose their leaders, and not be governed solely by some cost-benefit analysis.”
 
   “Has General Calledonius engaged the Colonels?”
 
   “Calledonius attacked from the west only minutes ago. From what I’ve heard there is a full scale battle waging for control of the capital. Sending your team in to free the Prime Minister at the same time is sheer brilliance. But who is this Dr. Ellerbeck?”
 
   “I’m not at liberty to discuss that either,” said Jon.
 
   “I understand,” said the man, nodding.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Lieutenant Jannus.”
 
   “Okay Jannus, don’t cause any trouble and you’ll get to go home to your kids,” said Jon.
 
   Jannus nodded. “Only a couple more flights of stairs.”
 
   They continued down the steps, weapons shouldered, ready for whatever might be waiting. Soon they reached a locked door.
 
   “This is it,” said Jannus. “The scanner needs to verify my DNA in order to unlock the door.”
 
   “Proceed,” said Bast, releasing his grip on Jannus’s neck. 
 
   Jannus stood in front of the scanner and a band of emerald light swept across his body. The scan ceased and the door made a metallic clicking sound. Jon gripped the handle. Bast seized the back of Jannus’s neck again, while Jarvi and Kevin moved up alongside Jon. Jon held out three fingers and counted down to entry. Three. Two. One.
 
   They burst through the door, surprising two guards. The men attempted to swing their weapons around. Jon fired off a round at one of the guards, hitting him in the neck. The man dropped his weapon and fell backward, his hands trying to stop the blood spraying out from his wound. Kevin and Jarvi each fired at the second guard, one round hitting the man in the chest, the other in the forehead. He was dead before he hit the floor.
 
   Bast pushed Jannus through the door, with Seiben following close behind. Jannus looked aghast at the dead guards.
 
   “You killed them. Why did you kill them?” said Jannus, his voice cracking.
 
   “They would’ve fired on us,” said Jon.
 
   “But I know them. They have kids. You shouldn’t have killed them.” Jannus trembled, visibly shaken by the sight of his dead friends.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Jon, a troubling pang of guilt taking hold. He felt the creature chastise him. It was right. This was no time for weakness. He had a job to do. He could wrestle with his conscience later. 
 
   “Where are they holding Prime Minister Sallas, and Dr. Ellerbeck?”
 
   Jannus looked up at Jon, a hint of hatred in his eyes. “They’re down here,” he said, and started walking. “This better be worth it,” he hissed at Jon as he passed.
 
   Bast stopped him, “Do not forget your circumstances. Your friends cannot be saved, but you can still survive this. Be smart.”
 
   Jannus took a deep breath, and nodded.
 
   “Are you authorized to open the cells?” said Jon.
 
   “Yes,” said Jannus.
 
   “You know what will happen to you if you’re lying?”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Are there any more guards?”
 
   “Yes. We will need to pass through another set of doors before reaching the cells. There will be two more guards stationed there.”
 
   “Okay, lead the way.”
 
   Jannus continued down the corridor until they reached the next set of doors. “Please try not to kill the guards.”
 
   “No promises,” said Jon.
 
   Jannus nodded and stood in front of the DNA scanner. The door unlocked and they moved in, again catching the guards by surprise.
 
   “Drop your weapons,” yelled Jon, his finger tight on the trigger.
 
   The men both looked stunned and he could see that their instincts were telling them to fight. 
 
   “Do as they say,” shouted Jannus, from behind.
 
   They looked at Jannus and one of the men said, “Fucking traitor,” and raised his weapon. Jon squeezed his trigger and blew off the top of his head, covering his partner with bits of brain and blood. The second man watched with horror as his partner fell. He turned back to the group, rage filling his eyes.
 
   “Don’t do it,” shouted Kevin.
 
   But the man didn’t listen. Anger replaced reason and he raised his weapon. Three high powered rounds hit him simultaneously, launching him into the air. He hit the ground hard, his body slack.
 
   “We tried,” said Jon. 
 
   Jannus just shook his head. 
 
   “The cells?” said Jon.
 
   “Right. This way,” said Jannus. He led them down a narrow, gray corridor. Large, heavy looking doors stood every few meters. Each door had a long metal slat, likely for pushing food through.
 
   Jannus stopped at one of the doors. “Prime Minister Sallas is in here.”
 
   “Where is Dr. Ellerbeck?” said Bast.
 
   Jannus looked confused. “I thought you were here for the Prime Minister?”
 
   “Dr. Ellerbeck,” said Bast.
 
   “I believe the woman is over here,” said Jannus, walking up to another door.
 
   “Open it,” said Jon.
 
   Jannus stood for another DNA scan and the door clicked unlocked. Jon pushed the door open and looked inside. A fair skinned woman, wearing civilian clothes, sat on a cot. She looked up and wiped a strand of red hair off her freckled face.
 
   “Captain?” she said.
 
   Jon smiled. “Hello Doctor.”
 
   Ellerbeck jumped off the cot and threw her arms around Jon. “I can’t believe it. How are you here?”
 
   Jon patted her on the back and gently pulled her away. “I’ll explain everything later, but right now we have to get you out of here.”
 
   “What about Michael?” she said.
 
   “Who’s Michael?”
 
   “Prime Minister Sallas. We can’t leave him here.”
 
   “Doctor, we aren’t here to rescue the Prime Minister. We’re here to rescue you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Captain, but I’m not leaving without Michael,” said Ellerbeck, defiance in her tone.
 
   Jon didn’t need an explanation. However it had happened, he could see that Dr. Ellerbeck and the Prime Minister were romantically involved. And short of knocking her unconscious, she would not be leaving without him.
 
   Jon frowned, “I guess we’re rescuing the Prime Minister.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Prime Minister Michael Sallas sat in his cell, staring at the gray concrete wall. The time spent in isolation had allowed him to think. Why had General Juneau staged a coup, especially with the Kemmar threat looming? He knew Juneau didn’t like him, but to overthrow the government was extreme, even for the General. Juneau had proven himself a capable military leader, but governing a planet was another matter entirely. Sadly, Sallas understood that Juneau didn’t need the populace’s backing if he crushed dissent with an iron fist.
 
   Still, he felt that there had to be something more to it than just a power grab. Someone pulled Juneau’s strings, and the more he thought about it, the more he saw Stumpf’s miserable face. The corporations had been unhappy when New Byzantium transitioned to democracy, and none were more vocal than Franz Stumpf. All of them feared their planets becoming democracies. And why wouldn’t they? The CEOs had amassed incredible wealth under corporate rule, for themselves and their companies. No wonder that the idea of an elected government was so controversial.
 
   Sallas himself had created plenty of controversy. Within days of taking power he angered the corporations by doing away with hereditary debt. Prior to that point any debt a person acquired in their lifetime, and hadn’t paid off, was inherited by their children and grandchildren. People were literally born into debt, which essentially turned them into corporate slaves. In doing away with hereditary debt, the corporations lost mountains of money, while the population gained their liberty. To Sallas, it was perfectly reasonable for a debt to end with the death of the debtor. To someone like Stumpf, it was the most heinous blasphemy ever committed. Indeed, the more he thought things through, the more he believed that Stumpf was the coup’s mastermind.
 
   The sound of the door unlocking pulled Sallas out of his thoughts. What would happen next? Would he be tortured? Killed? The door swung open and a tall, intimidating looking soldier entered. He knew this man, although he couldn’t figure out from where. A second person entered and his stomach flipped.
 
   “Elizabeth? What’s going on?” he said, standing.
 
   “Michael,” she said, stepping toward him and falling into his embrace. “You’re okay.”
 
   “We have to go,” said the familiar looking man. Then he realized where he knew him from.
 
   “You’re Captain Pike,” he said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But how are you here?”
 
   “Later, right now we have to get you and the Doctor out of here.”
 
   He didn’t need any more persuasion. He followed Captain Pike out of the cell where four more men waited. One man held the other by the neck. A prisoner. 
 
   “Nice to see you again, Doctor,” said a giant of a man, whose arms looked bigger than Sallas’s thighs.
 
   “Nice to see you too, Chief,” said Elizabeth. “This is Security Chief Kevin St. Clair,” she said to Sallas.
 
   “Are these all members of your crew?” said Sallas.
 
   “Only two. I don’t know the other four.”
 
   “I’m Captain Seiben,” said a middle aged man. “I rescued your Captain.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, worst decision of my life,” said Seiben, with a scowl.
 
   Elizabeth gave Seiben a knowing smile. 
 
   “Are the rest Chaanisar?” Elizabeth asked Kevin.
 
   “Those two are,” said Kevin. “The one holding the prisoner is Colonel Bast, and the other is Lieutenant Jarvi. They rescued us from the Kemmar prison.”
 
   He could see by her expression that the statement surprised her. She had told him about the Juttari and had spoken briefly about the Chaanisar. He made a mental note to find out more when they got to safety.
 
   “Who’s your prisoner?” asked Sallas.
 
   “My name is Jannus, Sir. I am on your side.”
 
   “Then why are you a prisoner?”
 
   “Words do not establish loyalty,” said Colonel Bast. “This man’s security clearance allowed him to unlock your cell. It is doubtful he is telling the truth.”
 
   Sallas wondered if Jannus was sincere. He decided that he was out of his element, and that he should let the soldiers do their job.
 
   They approached a set of doors and Captain Pike said, “Doctor, Prime Minister, I want you two to stay behind us. Seiben you stay with them too. If we run into trouble keep your heads down. Understood?”
 
   They nodded and fell back behind the soldiers. Captain Pike prepared to open the doors while Kevin and Jarvi stood ready, weapons pointed. Bast stood behind them, still holding Jannus, and pointing his weapon with his free hand. Pike counted down with his fingers and pushed the doors open.
 
   On the other side a group of soldiers were advancing. Fire erupted instantaneously from Jarvi, Kevin, Pike and Bast. The soldiers in front fell. The others returned fire. Sallas grabbed Elizabeth and dove for the ground. Seiben did the same, dropping to the floor next to them. A furious firefight ensued, lasting only a couple seconds. As quick as it had begun, the firing stopped. Sallas raised his head to see what had happened and saw two soldiers running away. To his astonishment, he saw Lieutenant Jarvi streak after them with inhuman speed. In a blur of movement he got in front of the two fleeing soldiers, stopped and faced them. The soldiers stopped, and for a brief moment they stood there. Sallas looked at Jarvi’s face and thought he saw amusement. A split second later Jarvi shot both men in the head.
 
   Elizabeth jumped off the floor and ran forward. The man called Jannus had crumpled to the floor. The man who said he was on his side. Sallas got to his feet and rushed to Elizabeth, who already tried to help the man. Even without medical training, Sallas immediately saw that it was hopeless. Jannus had several holes in his torso, black blood pouring out of him. He lay on the ground, his mouth open, taking short quick breaths. Jannus looked up at Sallas, and with pleading eyes said, “Don’t let this be for nothing. Free the planet.”
 
   “I will,” promised Sallas, moved by Jannus’s request.
 
   Jannus looked away from him, up to the ceiling, focusing on nothing in particular. He struggled to breathe now. With what seemed like tremendous effort he said, “My children.”
 
   “No, no, no,” said Elizabeth. But, despite her best efforts, Jannus stopped breathing.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 25
 
    
 
   “He’s gone,” said Jon to Dr. Ellerbeck. “We have to leave. Now.”
 
   “I know,” said Ellerbeck, standing.
 
   “This man didn’t need to die,” said Sallas, pointing a shaky finger at Jannus’s body.
 
   “I’m sorry he died, but more people are going to die before the day is through. Maybe even all of us. If you have a problem with that you’re welcome to stay behind.”
 
   Sallas glared at him, but wisely remained silent. If they were going to make it to safety, Sallas would need an attitude adjustment.
 
   “Let’s go,” said Jon, and they all moved down the hallway. “Do you know a General Calledonius?” Jon asked Sallas.
 
   “Yes, why?”
 
   “He’s fighting against the coup.”
 
   “Calledonius is a good man,” said Sallas. “If anybody can challenge Juneau, it’s him.”
 
   “Juneau is dead.”
 
   “What? How?”
 
   Jon shrugged. “I killed him.”
 
   Sallas stopped walking and just stared at Jon, trying to make sense of what he heard. “Why?”
 
   “We had a difference of opinion. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Juneau may be gone but others are still running the show. Your best bet will be to get to General Calledonius.”
 
   Sallas resumed walking. “That seems the logical course of action.”
 
   “First we have to get out of this building. Stay behind like before and hopefully we’ll all get out in one piece.”
 
   The group made it through the second set of doors into the stairwell without incident. They climbed up the stairs with weapons ready. The muscles in his neck tightened sending stabs of pain up into the back of his skull. With each flight he waited for the attack to come. He dreaded each step. If there were troops waiting on the stairs above, they were screwed.
 
   He glanced back and wondered about Seiben. He was sweaty and jumped at every sound. His head kept turning, constantly looking above and behind him. Had it been a mistake to arm him? If they ran into trouble he might decide to shoot. Seiben in the rear could mean an accidental bullet in the back. Should he disarm him? No, he couldn’t do that to the grouchy old bastard. Hopefully he wouldn’t regret the decision.
 
   Sallas and Dr. Ellerbeck walked side by side, just ahead of Seiben. He could tell by the way Sallas watched her that he had developed a protective instinct. More confirmation that they were romantically involved. How would that play out? It could work in their favor if Sallas took back his office. But would she still consider herself a member of the Hermes crew? Would she still follow orders? Would she remove the Chaanisar brain chips? Would she refuse if he ordered her not to?
 
   He looked over at Bast and Jarvi. How would things play out with the Chaanisar, now that they found Dr. Ellerbeck? There would be no more incentive for the Chaanisar to help. At least not after the chips were removed. Did Colonel Bast have an endgame? Was the creature right? Should he strike first? Or should he give them a chance to prove themselves? Perhaps they truly did want their humanity back? Could he deny them their freedom? Jon began to hope for an assault, so he could stop thinking. At least for now, they were all in this together.
 
   They made it to the ground floor without incident. Jon took a deep breath and thanked whatever deity looked after them. He opened the door. The corridor lay ahead. Empty. Jon waved the rest of the group through and they rushed down the hall to the outer doors. Jon cracked one of the doors open and peeked out. He didn’t like what he saw. There were soldiers everywhere. Some had taken up defensive positions, while others surveyed the damage caused by the bombardment. There was no way they were going to get past them.
 
   He closed the door and said to Bast, “We need another bombardment.”
 
   Bast nodded and his left eye twitched. “We have to wait.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The ship is under attack. A destroyer. They are confident they can defeat it, but need their weapon systems focused on the battle to do so.”
 
   Jon looked back outside. “Then we’ve got a problem. Soldiers are heading this way.” 
 
   “We passed a door back there,” said Kevin, pointing down the hall.
 
   “Go,” said Jon.
 
   Kevin bolted down the hall to the door, the group following close behind. He tried to open it. Locked. Kevin stepped back and launched his massive frame at the door. It swung open, the locking system no match for Kevin’s weight. The group ran inside just as the outer doors opened. 
 
   Jon gently pushed the door closed. His eyes quickly adjusting to the darkness. They were in what appeared to be some type of briefing room. A large display covered the far wall and chairs were arranged in neat rows. He motioned for Ellerbeck, Sallas, and Seiben to go to the far end of the room. Jon heard the soldiers’ boots coming down the hall. One of them spoke. “Keep your eyes open. They might still be in here.” The boots came closer. They were in front of the door now.
 
   “Sir,” said another soldier, but nothing else. Jon knew what that meant. He had seen the damage to the door, and used hand signs so as not to tip off anyone inside. It was a problem for both sides. Jon’s group knew the soldiers were coming, so the soldiers weren’t going to catch them off guard. At the same time, any hope Jon had of surprising the soldiers and taking them out quietly now disappeared. Things were about to get noisy.
 
   Jon took a knee and pointed his weapon at the door. Kevin, Bast and Jarvi were in position to fire as well. The door burst open and the first of the soldiers rushed into the room. They let them get in a few feet before opening fire. The doorway created a good bottleneck, and the soldiers needed a second to adjust to the darkness. 
 
   These guys were fast. They all wore exoskeletons, augmenting their speed. Jon fired at the first man to enter, sending several rounds into his chest. The force of the bullets made the man fall backward, but didn’t kill him. Body armor. Jon aimed for the head. Pink mist. Bullets were already hitting the second man, so Jon moved to the third. Head shot. One round and the soldier fell. A fourth soldier foolishly entered the kill zone. Cut down before he could take a step into the room. He heard boots running. Jon leaped over the dead bodies into the hall. Soldiers were trying to get to the outer doors. Two shots. One in the back of each man’s head. Both dead.
 
   “The outer doors!” said Jon, running to the entrance. Kevin, Bast and Jarvi burst out of the room and followed. More soldiers would be coming. They couldn’t let them in the building. Only one option. Hold them off until the ship could open fire.
 
   The doors opened as Jon reached them. Two soldiers. Close enough to conserve ammo. He smashed his gun’s stock into the first man’s face, dropping him. Not dead, but incapacitated for the moment. The second got an elbow in the throat. A killing blow. A hard kick to the first man’s temple finished him too. He cracked the doors. More soldiers. Charging. He fired into their group. Kevin, Bast and Jarvi joined in. The soldiers not mowed down ran for cover.
 
   Another wave of soldiers approached. These ones more cautious. They didn’t charge. Instead they took cover and opened fire. Jon closed the doors. The enemy fire too heavy now. They were outnumbered and outgunned. Could they hold them off long enough?
 
   “Behind us!” Kevin said, gunfire erupting.
 
   The group spun around to see a team in the hallway advancing on their position. They opened fire. Jarvi bolted, charging the threat. Using his enhanced speed he ran up the wall, temporarily outrunning gravity. The tactic allowed him to fire from a higher vantage point. Some of the soldiers shot at him, but couldn’t adjust to his speed. He reached their group, still running, and fired broadside into their ranks, creating a crossfire. The tactic threw the group in disarray, with several soldiers stopping to deal with Jarvi, and getting cut down by Jon, Bast and Kevin instead. 
 
   The Chaanisar were good. No doubt about that. Jarvi hit the floor behind the soldiers. Jon continued firing, shooting a soldier in the back who had turned to engage Jarvi. A few were disciplined enough to stay focused on Jon’s group, but confusion reigned among the rest. 
 
   In an effort to find cover, one of the soldiers ran into the room where Ellerbeck, Sallas and Seiben were hiding. Jon knew that Jarvi saw it, but he couldn’t reach the room. Jon took off. The room was too far. He wouldn’t make it in time. Had to try. Gunfire erupted inside the room. Oh no, he thought. The door opened. Bullets tore into the soldiers in the hall. They fell. Another turned. Aimed at the doorway. Jon fired. Two rounds, one in the clavicle, spinning the man, the other in the eye, finishing him off. All the soldiers dead.
 
   Seiben stepped out of the room, weapon at the ready. Looked at Jon. Smiled. “If you want something done right…”
 
   “Get back in the damn room,” said Jon, cutting him off.
 
   Seiben nodded, still grinning. 
 
   I’ll be hearing about this for months, Jon thought. 
 
   The outer doors burst open and Jon whipped around to see Bast and Kevin firing into another group of soldiers, but falling back. Jon raised his weapon to fire. A burning hot knife stabbed him in the shoulder. He’d been shot. He continued firing. Every pull of the trigger sent searing spikes through his shoulder. 
 
   Damn does that ever hurt. Will you do something already? The creature got the message and moved to counter the wound’s effects. In moments the pain in his shoulder turned into a dull ache. Seconds later it disappeared, as the creature essentially anesthetized the injury.
 
   Unfortunately, that was the least of his worries. The soldiers were trying to break through. The bottleneck the doorway had created would not hold if they kept charging. To make matters worse, the downed soldiers fell in the doorway, preventing the doors from closing. That gave anyone outside the building a clear line of sight into the hallway. They couldn’t defend the doorway anymore. 
 
   “Fall back,” yelled Jon.
 
   He and Jarvi provided covering fire as Bast and Kevin retreated. There were several nooks in the hallway. Each man took one, and used it for cover. More powerful ordnance now plowed through the hallway. The soldiers had time on their side and were already taking advantage of it, bringing in heavier weapons. Jon tried to take a look and a piece of the wall beside him blew apart. The wall shuddered as more blasts obliterated it. Jon crouched down, providing a smaller target. Another blast and wall fragments rained down on top of him. The next impact hit the wall on the other side. They had already punched through. Soon they would blow a hole through him.
 
   Another blast and the ground shook. It shook again, and again, as concussions came in rapid fire waves. The gunfire slowed and Jon recognized the shrieking sound of orbital bombardment. The pounding came in fast and furious, the floor shaking like a jackhammer breaking it apart. Jon took advantage of the confusion and fired on the group inside. His team picked them off, one by one, as the pounding outside intensified. It continued mercilessly, without pause, until it just stopped. The thunderclaps of battle replaced by an eerie quiet.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 26
 
    
 
   “I have called in an extraction,” said Bast, as they ran down the street. They managed to flee the military compound without any further encounters, as the risk of orbital bombardment kept any remaining soldiers hidden away.
 
   “Where is the extraction point?” said Jon. He noticed Bast’s left eye twitch again, indicating he was in communication with the ship.
 
   “There,” he said, pointing to a tall building a few blocks ahead. “The shuttle can land on its roof.”
 
   “Okay, let’s move,” said Jon. He hoped they wouldn’t run into any more hostiles. They had loaded up on ammunition before leaving the military building. At least they would be prepared.
 
   “Captain Pike,” called Sallas from behind. Jon didn’t slow his pace, forcing Sallas to run up beside him. “Did I hear correctly? Will a shuttle be picking us up?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Is it taking us to General Calledonius?”
 
   “No, we’re heading up to the ship.”
 
   Sallas’s brow furrowed. “Captain, we need to get to General Calledonius.”
 
   “We don’t need to do anything other than get back up to the ship,” said Jon, trying to keep himself together. He was close to losing it on Sallas, and that wouldn’t end well.
 
   “That’s unacceptable.”
 
   “What did you just say?”
 
   “It’s unacceptable, Captain.”
 
   Jon felt his temperature rising. “Do you think I work for you?”
 
   “I… I didn’t say that,” said Sallas, looking nervous now.
 
   “That’s funny, because it sounded like you were trying to tell me what to do.”
 
   “Captain, that’s not what I meant…”
 
   “Let’s get something straight, Sallas. We are here to rescue Dr. Ellerbeck. You’re just along for the ride.”
 
   Sallas frowned. “I understand that, Captain.”
 
   “Look, this is the best course of action,” said Jon, softening his tone. “We can’t reach Calledonius on foot. We would have to cross a battlefield to do so. Once we’re up on the ship we can try and communicate with him and figure out next steps.”
 
   Sallas didn’t respond, but looked dejected.
 
   “Okay?” said Jon.
 
   “It doesn’t appear I have much of a choice,” said Sallas.
 
   “That’s the spirit,” said Jon, slapping Sallas on the back.
 
   Jon saw the hint of anger in Sallas’s eyes, but it quickly faded and he fell back behind Jon. They continued running at a moderate pace, allowing Sallas and Dr. Ellerbeck, who didn’t have exoskeletons, to keep up. 
 
   “I need to look at that shoulder,” said Ellerbeck, picking up her pace to run beside Jon.
 
   “It’s fine for now. The symbiont is dealing with the pain.”
 
   “We’ll need to talk about that too.”
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t think now is the time.”
 
   “Of course not.” She became quiet for a moment, and then said, “He’s a good man you know.”
 
   “I’m sure he is.”
 
   “No, really. It’s important that he doesn’t lose this fight. He’s vital to the future of this planet. Even the future of the colonies.”
 
   “Don’t you think you’re a little biased, Doctor?”
 
   Ellerbeck smiled. “I do have feelings for him, but what he stands for is greater than that.”
 
   “Democracy?”
 
   “Freedom.”
 
   Freedom. Did it even exist?
 
   “Promise me you’ll help him, Captain.”
 
   “Let’s just get back up to the ship and we can talk about it. If he is as important as you say, then the best thing we can do right now is get him off this rock so he doesn’t end up dead.”
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
   As they neared the building Jon heard something that stopped him in his tracks. A pounding that made the pavement tremble. A mechanical whirring followed, the sound large metal joints make when they move. His stomach tightened as realization swept over him. His fears were confirmed when a giant mech stepped out onto the street in front of them.
 
   They froze, hoping it would keep walking. Not notice them. Wishful thinking, of course. Streets that were once bustling with activity were now barren. This fact alone made them suspicious.
 
   The mech took a few steps into the intersection. It easily stood twenty feet tall. It moved awkwardly, like most mechs do, giving you the impression it was unbalanced. Its massive torso stayed well behind the legs, which moved knee joints first. The knees, elbows, and shoulders were all disproportionately large and round. The Diakan designed mechs used by Space Force were sleeker, their joints smaller, yet capable of supporting an incredible amount of weight. Still, the Goliath standing in front of them looked like it could knock down buildings with its bare hands.
 
   Not that it would need to. It carried missile launchers on its shoulders and mammoth sized Gatling guns in its hands. It had nothing more than a stump for a head, which no doubt housed all its sensors. The cockpit would be in the chest. That’s where the operator sat. Gray camouflage paint covered the thing from head to toe.
 
   Any hopes that it would move on were dashed when it turned to face them. Jon tried to spot a weakness. Preferably some way to get at the person inside. He couldn’t find anything. Green light burst forth from the beast’s head, enveloping the group. A DNA scan.
 
   “Run,” yelled Jon. “Into the building.” They ran to the doors of the building next to them. Jon scooped up Ellerbeck and Bast grabbed Sallas. They would have no chance of outrunning the mech’s fire otherwise. Missiles blasted the entrance just as they cleared it. They kept running. Through the lobby, past a group of people now diving for cover, toward the back.
 
   The floor vibrated as the mech ran down the street to the building. The vibrations stopped as the mech lined up the lobby. It opened fire with its powerful Gatling guns. Gigantic rounds tore through the building, mercilessly cutting through everything in their path. The group reached the back of the building and spilled out onto the street at the same time. They kept running. Narrowly escaping the powerful ordnance bursting through the walls behind them.
 
   They streaked up the street, their only hope to make the extraction point before the mech. Their augmented speed the only thing saving them so far. Thankfully quick thinking and the exoskeletons allowed Kevin and Seiben to stay alive. 
 
   The road shuddered. 
 
   Ellerbeck screamed. 
 
   “You ok?” asked Jon, worried that Ellerbeck might be injured.
 
   “Just don’t drop me!” she answered, her voice panicked.
 
   Jon had Ellerbeck slung over his shoulder in a fireman carry. He gripped her tighter, to make her feel more secure. “Don’t worry Doctor, you won’t be falling today.”
 
   “Where’s Michael? Is he ok?” 
 
   Jon looked over at Bast who had Sallas over his shoulder. The Prime Minister had a look of sheer terror on his face, but other than that looked very much alive.
 
   “He’s fine.”
 
   They raced through an intersection. Jon looked across it and saw the mech running full out. For something that looked so awkward, it sure moved fast. Its legs ran forward, but its torso swiveled sideways to face them. 
 
   “Shit!” said Jon.
 
   The Gatling guns exploded, and Ellerbeck screamed again. 
 
   The heavy gunfire tore into the buildings around them as the mech tried to find its target. Collateral damage obviously wasn’t a concern. Then again, why would despots care about civilian loss of life?
 
   The mech charged after the group. They cleared the intersection, but couldn’t use the buildings for cover anymore. The mech would soon be behind them. In seconds they would all be cut down.
 
   “Where’s the ship?” Jon said to Bast. “Don’t they see that thing chasing us?”
 
   “They’re not responding.”
 
   “Damn it. We have to get off the street. This way,” said Jon, and ran into the nearest building.
 
   Inside a group of people were gathered around a large display showing multiple video feeds. In one a military man spoke. Jon wondered if he wasn’t one of the so-called Colonels now leading the coup. There was an image of Sallas, a feed of a battle raging, and another of dead civilians. The coup PR machine doing its part to instill fear in the population. If you make people scared enough they will gratefully relinquish their freedoms. The people who see through the bullshit are always the minority, easily isolated and branded as crazy, or worse.
 
   “Get down! Get down!” Sallas shouted at the group. Seeing their fugitive Prime Minister in a fireman carry must’ve seemed strange. Yet they listened. Each one of them dove to the trembling floor. 
 
   This building’s architecture was different. They couldn’t exit onto the side street. A door led to a staircase. They ran up the stairs as the mech fired from the street. Bullets ripped through the walls, but the group had already cleared the floor and the mech’s line of fire. They surged up the stairs, leaping entire sections at a time. Jon and Bast still carried Ellerbeck and Sallas, but it didn’t hamper their speed.
 
   “Hear from the ship?” Jon asked Bast.
 
   “No. Still nothing,” said Bast, but not sounding concerned. “We should head for the roof. Make that the new extraction point.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Jon.
 
   They ran up the stairs of the tall building without breaking stride once. Floor after floor fell below them until they reached the door to the roof. Jon burst through onto the green surface. The roof had been turned into a garden and they were surrounded by plants and even some smaller trees. He put the Doctor down and Bast dropped Sallas. 
 
   Jon rushed to the side of the building and peered over the ledge, down onto the street. The mech still stood there. From this height it looked like a child’s toy. He watched a military vehicle race down the street toward the mech. It stopped in front of their building. Soldiers began pouring out of it and scurried into the building like a column of ants. The mech had called for help.
 
   Jon raced back to the group. “We’ve got company,” he said.
 
   “How many?” asked Kevin.
 
   “Looked like a squad. Twelve, maybe sixteen men.”
 
   “Armor?”
 
   “No. Haven’t seen much in the way of combat suits here.”
 
   “Yeah, we’ve been lucky.”
 
   “This is what you call lucky?” said Seiben.
 
   Jon ignored him. 
 
   “The foliage can conceal us, while we put them in a crossfire,” said Bast.
 
   “Agreed,” said Jon. He looked over to Ellerbeck, Sallas, and Seiben. “Find a good place to hide where you’re out of the line of fire.”
 
   “I’m fighting,” said Seiben, stepping forward.
 
   “What are you talking about? You’re not a soldier.”
 
   “I didn’t do too bad back there,” he said, pointing in the direction of the military building.
 
   “Don’t confuse luck with skill. If you fire on the soldiers you’ll make yourself a target. If you hide with the Doctor and Sallas they won’t shoot at you.”
 
   “I’m not going to hide. I’m going to fight,” he said, defiantly, looking more like a little boy stomping his feet, than a middle aged family man.
 
   “What about your wife and kids? What do you want me to tell them? I’m sorry, Darla. He fought valiantly but didn’t make it. What do I say to your kids? Your dad was a hero? Don’t be a fucking idiot. You’ve got more to think about than just your pride.”
 
   Seiben’s face turned a bright red. He didn’t respond, but he also didn’t move.
 
   Jon grabbed his arm in a grip so tight Seiben winced. “Look, you can be pissed off at me all you want later, but right now you’re going to go with the other two, or I’ll throw you off this roof myself. Now go.” Jon gave Seiben a hard shove, but the agility of the exoskeleton prevented him from falling on his face.
 
   “Screw you, Jon Pike,” said Seiben.
 
   “No you won’t,” said Jon.
 
   Seiben cursed under his breath, but relented and hid with Ellerbeck and Sallas.
 
   Jon turned to see Kevin grinning. “What are you smiling at?”
 
   “Nothing, Sir.” Kevin struggled to lose the smile.
 
   “Take your position,” Jon barked, upset that he had to be so hard on Seiben.
 
   Jon took cover behind a tree. The four of them were spread out almost in a semi-circle around the door, creating an excellent crossfire. The only thing left to do now was wait.
 
   He lined up the door in his sights, and briefly felt sorry for the men who were going to come through. The killing zone they had setup acted like a multiplier, evening the odds, if not giving his team an advantage. Adding Seiben to the firing line would make their position even stronger, but he couldn’t bear the thought of telling Darla and his daughters that he’d been killed. Jon had to admit he liked the man, even if he was a damn pain in the ass.
 
   A distant hum behind him sent an icy chill down his back. He turned to see a black cloud sailing straight toward them.
 
   “Drones!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 27
 
    
 
   The cloud of small black drones swooped down toward the roof like one large bird. All eyes turned to the assault coming in from the sky, the rooftop erupting as they all opened fire.
 
   “Don’t let them swarm us,” said Jon. He pulled his trigger so fast his gun fired like a machine gun. He shot at the drones one round at a time, each round finding its mark. He worried his gun might jam. It kept up.
 
   The drones fell out of the sky like dying black birds. They hit the rooftop with a clang, each one adding to the pile. The team’s suppressive fire created a wall in the sky, blocking the drones’ advance.
 
   “There’s too many of them,” yelled Kevin, swiveling side to side as he fired at the small targets, taking full advantage of his exoskeleton’s speed.
 
   “Breach,” yelled Jon. A drone had punched through the wall. Kevin took it out, but that split second change in fire allowed another drone to follow.
 
   “Breach,” shouted Kevin. 
 
   “Got it.” Jarvi, shot it down. He and Bast were firing into the cloud almost as fast as Jon. 
 
   The drones continued to needle, and more drones made it through the line. The drone numbers were dropping, but their suppressive fire wall continued to be pushed back.
 
   “Fall back,” said Jon, trying to keep the swarm from overrunning their positions.
 
   “Reloading,” said Kevin, swapping out a magazine. 
 
   The swarm pulsed.
 
   “Shit,” Jon cursed, trying to compensate. Another broke out. He blew it apart and focussed on the swarm. Kevin joined alongside, a new magazine in place.
 
   “Two more, nine o’clock,” said Kevin. Jon took them out with quick bursts. 
 
   The swarm swelled and his firing picked up speed, pushing the bulge back. 
 
   “Bast, three o’clock,” yelled Jon. Colonel Bast pivoted and fired, catapulting the drone out of the sky. 
 
   The team had fallen back, and the breaches increased, but they managed to keep up. The swarm’s number was dwindling. Victory was within their grasp. 
 
   Whoever controlled the drones must’ve come to the same conclusion, because the swarm changed tactics. It split into two smaller swarms and tried to flank the group. 
 
   The group barely adapted. Jon and Kevin fired on the first, Bast and Jarvi the second. 
 
   Suddenly, an unexpected stream of bullets ripped into the first swarm. 
 
   Seiben. 
 
   “Get down,” Jon shouted. 
 
   Seiben didn’t listen. He stood there, exposed, firing at the drones like a madman.
 
   The new attack surprised the swarm. The drones stopped and hovered, as if reassessing. Seiben was no marksman, but his firing managed to knock down a few of the machines. More importantly, the hesitation gave Jon and Kevin a tactical advantage, allowing them to double down on their targets. 
 
   That crazy old bastard, thought Jon. His stupidity actually worked. The drones compensated, shifted direction and tried to rejoin the other swarm. The move was costly. Jon and Kevin easily picked them off as they scrambled back. 
 
   “How do you like that?” Seiben yelled at the falling machines.
 
   “Get your ass down,” Jon shouted, but Seiben remained standing. Perhaps he didn’t hear him, perhaps he didn’t care. Jon promised himself he would give Seiben a beating over this. 
 
   Still, Seiben’s surprise attack helped them gain the advantage. They now focused their fire on the remaining swarm, aiding Bast and Jarvi. Out of the corner of his eye Jon could spot Seiben firing at the sky. Still standing.
 
   Jon heard a shot ring out from behind. 
 
   Seiben fell. 
 
   “Six o’clock,” Jon yelled, whipping around to see soldiers spilling through the door. He took aim and squeezed the trigger. The gun spat out a bullet into the man’s eye. He pulled the trigger again, and again. Two more down. Kevin’s fire joined in, but Bast and Jarvi remained on the drones. 
 
   The soldiers flooded onto the roof. Jon and Kevin were forced to play catch up, trying desperately to keep them from getting a foothold. 
 
   Several soldiers found cover and began to lay down their own suppressive fire, hampering Jon and Kevin’s efforts. More feet hit the roof. Jon pulled the trigger. Nothing.
 
   “Reloading,” he yelled, grabbing another magazine and slapping it into place.
 
   Resuming fire, he glanced back at Seiben. Doctor Ellerbeck had crawled out from her hiding position and was treating him. More soldiers ran through the door. Jon shot one in the chest and sent him reeling into the second, both falling to the ground. Two more rounds to the head finished him off for good. 
 
   Jon ducked as a wave of bullets flew at him in response, forcing him to duck. Another team punched through the door and took cover. Bast and Jarvi were still engaging the drones. Jon sprayed bullets at the doorway, stopping a man in the middle. Return fire forced him to duck again. More soldiers made it onto the roof.
 
   The storm of bullets flying over his head cleared briefly, and he noticed that Bast and Jarvi had joined the fight. That meant the drones were finally dealt with. The odds were slightly better, but the crossfire was lost. They were simply outnumbered, on a roof with no real options for mobility. 
 
   He counted as he fired off a few more rounds at the soldiers. Eight already on the roof. Were more coming? Would there be more drones? They had no escape. These soldiers could simply keep them pinned down until reinforcements came. Soon it would be all over.
 
   His ears twitched as the sound of powerful engines came from above. Drones were probably the least of his worries. Energy bolts crashed into the roof. Jon covered his eyes to protect them from the blinding flash of light. This was the final nail. His body tensed and he thought of Breeah. 
 
   He felt the heat from the energy fire, but none of it struck him. He opened his eyes to see a Chaanisar shuttle land in the middle of the rooftop garden, crushing the foliage underneath.
 
   Jon surged to his feet. He had to get to Seiben. 
 
   “How bad is he?” he asked Ellerbeck.
 
   “Bad,” she said. “I need proper medical equipment.”
 
   “You’ll get it up in the ship,” said Bast, appearing beside them. 
 
   As Jon reached down and picked up his wounded friend, Seiben said, “I saved your ass again.”
 
   “Yeah, you did,” said Jon.
 
   Seiben smiled and closed his eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 28
 
    
 
   Walking behind his father, Jon wondered how the man could keep going. There was no part of his own body that didn’t ache. His feet were covered in blisters, and he thought he might have torn a shoulder muscle, or two. How long had it been since he last slept? It was just before the Chaanisar attack, and even then he only slept a couple of hours. He was engulfed in darkness and envisioned himself sleeping in his bed. He winced with shame. How could he expect his father to treat him like a man when he still thought like a child? Did his father and cousins not go through the same hardships? Not one of them complained. Neither had Jon, but he wanted to. It was all he could do to keep it together. But he wouldn’t fall apart. He knew that. He would suffer in silence. However, the thought alone made him question his strength.
 
   “I know you’ve been through a lot, son,” his father had said after the encounter with the Chaanisar. “But it is very important that we make it home as fast as possible.”
 
   He spoke of how the Chaanisar were relentless. Jon needed little convincing after their encounter. They were like nothing he had ever seen before. The word relentless didn’t do their resolve justice.
 
   “The Chaanisar will find our home,” his father had said. His tone ominous. His face grim. “It is only a matter of time. No man can withstand Chaanisar torture.”
 
   “You think they captured some of our men?” said Jon.
 
   “I’d be surprised if they didn’t.”
 
   The image of his mother spurred him on. It gave him the will to push on, despite the relentless pain. His motivation could not drown out his agony. Each step remained a struggle. Every movement a test. Did he have it in him? Was he tough enough? Was he a man, like his father? Like his cousins?
 
   “Actions, not years, make a man,” his grandfather once told him. Today he understood the meaning of those words.
 
   They hiked through the uneven terrain of the mountain forest, Jon’s quads burning with each step. By early morning they reached a stream. His father finally let them stop. They needed to replenish their water supply, and wouldn’t be any good to anyone if they collapsed from dehydration.
 
   Jon dropped to his knees and dunked his head into the frigid water. His legs and back relaxed and his feet were given a temporary reprieve. He lifted his head out of the water, cupped his hands together and filled them from the stream. He drank, the cold water soothing his parched throat. He filled his hands again, and again. Nothing in the world could possibly feel better.
 
   “Take it easy, cousin,” said Jason, kneeling beside him. “You’ll wind up with a cramp.”
 
   He was right, but Jon didn’t care. He drank as much as he could and dunked his head again. His hair was dirty and itchy. He imagined it still hid the insects from the cave. He hoped the water would get rid of some of the dirt clinging to it. Finally, he filled his canteen and stood up, wincing as the pain returned.
 
   “You’re doing good, son,” his father said. “I’m proud of you.”
 
   “Thanks.” Jon was surprised by the rare compliment. His father never gave unearned praise. Jon swelled with pride, and when his father called time to move out it seemed like his body hurt a little less than before.
 
   They hiked throughout the day, keeping a brisk pace. They avoided climbing cliffs, and for that he was thankful. His fingers were so sore he questioned whether they could hold onto the rocks. Instead they traveled mostly through forest. 
 
   By mid-afternoon, Jon felt like he was being watched. Could it be more Chaanisar? He casually looked around, trying to set eyes on his trackers. At first he saw nothing. Certainly not any Chaanisar. Then he caught it. A pair of eyes watching from behind the trees. The eyes were familiar. They belonged to a timber wolf.
 
   He glanced around, looking for more. Where there was one wolf, there was a pack. Nothing. He continued to search the trees. Still no trace of more wolves. It appeared to be alone. While unusual, it wasn’t unheard of. Sometimes wolves left the pack and lived alone. This happened when a wolf was unwilling to take its place under the alpha. In a wolf pack, only the alpha male and alpha female are allowed to breed. This keeps the pack from becoming too large. But, if the mating instinct is too strong in one of the other wolves, they will leave their packs and go it alone. In doing so, they develop superior cunning, agility, and skills unknown to the rest of the pack. A lone wolf is a slave to no master.
 
   This particular wolf was big. Almost sixty kilograms. Clearly a male. He was covered from head to toe in jet black fur. Well suited to a rebel. 
 
   Jon stared at the lone wolf, looking into its piercing gray eyes. The eyes of a killer. It looked right back at him. Unflinching. Jon wasn’t afraid, and it didn’t look to be afraid of him either. It was as if they recognized each other. Something caught his attention and he turned to see Michael aiming his weapon at the wolf.
 
   “Don’t,” he said, and pushed Michael’s shoulder to throw off his aim.
 
   “What are you doing?” Michael said, looking annoyed.
 
   “Don’t shoot it. It’s not bothering you,” said Jon, not sure why he felt so strongly about a wolf.
 
   “Have you lost your mind, cousin? It’s a wolf and it’s stalking us.”
 
   “It’s not. It won’t bother us.”
 
   “Oh really, and how do you know that?”
 
   “I just do.”
 
   “Hey,” Michael said to the others. “Jon can talk to wolves now.”
 
   Jason and Michael laughed, but his father frowned.
 
   “Stop acting like a bunch of idiots,” said his father. “And don’t shoot that damn weapon unless you have to. Do you want the Chaanisar finding us again?”
 
   Michael stopped laughing and said, “No, sorry.”
 
   “Leave the bloody wolf alone and keep moving.”
 
   Jon looked back but the wolf was gone. He didn’t know why but he hoped he would see it again.
 
   He spotted it an hour later. They were hiking up an incline and the black timber wolf stood in the distance, perched regally on a large rock, watching them with interest. 
 
   “Do you want to tell me again how it’s not stalking us, cousin,” Michael said sarcastically.
 
   “I don’t think it is,” said Jon, fascinated by the animal.
 
   “Oh no? Then what the hell is it doing there?”
 
   “I agree that it’s following us, but it’s not hunting us.”
 
   “Are you talking to it again? Using some kind of wolf telepathy?”
 
   “Don’t be an asshole.”
 
   “Well, you said you know, so how do you know?”
 
   “I just do. It’s a feeling. That’s all.”
 
   “A feeling? Really?”
 
   “Yeah, and common sense. It’s without a pack, and even a pack would look for easier pickings than four grown men.”
 
   “You may be a man, cousin, but you’re not grown yet.”
 
   “Funny.”
 
   “So, if it’s not hunting us, then why do you think it’s following us?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe it’s curious.”
 
   “Well curiosity can kill a wolf too. Maybe you should tell him that, cousin.”
 
   Jon ignored Michael’s jabs and studied the wolf. He had a clear view now. A magnificent creature. Large and powerfully built. He felt like it was staring right at him. Probably exhaustion playing tricks on his mind. But when he looked at it, he could swear that it locked eyes with him.
 
   It tracked them as they hiked up the incline. It never moved. There was something about the wolf’s stature. The way it stood. Alone, proud, fearless and free. He felt like it communicated a greater purpose to him. He just didn’t know what that purpose was. 
 
   He thought about it as he walked. That purpose could be the resistance. He was as committed to its cause as any man. Yet this wolf had no pack. It stood alone. He wondered about that, feeling a little foolish, but intrigued by the concept. Maybe it was a liberated Earth? Free of alien oppression and interference? He liked the sound of that, but he didn’t think the Earth would be free anytime soon. If the Juttari were defeated, there would still be the Diakans. No, something told him the purpose was his. He would be the lone wolf. 
 
   He didn’t see the timber wolf again for the rest of the hike. He figured it probably got bored and moved on. 
 
   By late afternoon they were close enough to base for some reconnaissance. They hid in the trees and scanned their homes with binoculars. Jon’s body began to tremble uncontrollably. It started in his arms. They shook so hard he almost dropped his binoculars. It spread to his shoulders and then moved down to his legs. His body shook like a strong fever had taken hold. 
 
   They were too late. 
 
   The Chaanisar had found the base. Its charred remains smoldered like a campfire someone forgot to extinguish. Wisps of smoke rose from the dying embers. Where their homes once stood, blackened ruins now struggled against the breeze. Dead bodies littered the ground. He scanned them frantically, trying to find his mother, but they were burnt so badly he couldn’t recognize who they were. There were no signs of life. Cold dread seized him. The Chaanisar had killed them all.
 
   Not her. Not his mother. Somehow, she must have survived. She needed his help. In a panic he began to move. A powerful hand gripped his arm, preventing him from running. He whipped around to face his father. His sorrowful face looked back at Jon. He shook his head.
 
   “We have to find mom,” Jon begged.
 
   “No, son,” said his father. “It’s too late.”
 
   “You don’t know that. We have to try.”
 
   “Listen to me,” he said, his voice firm, eyes pleading. “If we go in there we will die, just like the rest. I’m sorry, son. It’s over.”
 
   “No…”
 
   His father pulled Jon in and wrapped his arms around him, holding him firmly while he cried.
 
   “I’m sorry,” his father said again. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 29
 
    
 
   Jon watched the display as the shuttle raced up into the sky. Countermeasures streaked away from it, as missiles gave chase.
 
   He looked at Bast, whose eye twitched again. The display lit up with a flash of brilliant blue light.
 
   “Who’s firing at us?” said Jon.
 
   “A squadron of fighters,” said Bast. “The ship is dealing with them.”
 
   Jon looked over at Seiben lying on the floor. The Doctor knelt beside him, hands covered in blood, the shuttle’s medical kit spread open next to her. 
 
   “How’s he doing?” Jon asked.
 
   “I’ve stopped the bleeding,” she said. “But the bullet has torn him up inside. I’ll be able to do more for him once we get up to the ship.”
 
   “I’ve informed the ship of his condition,” said Bast. “A team will be waiting to rush you and Mr. Seiben to the sickbay.”
 
   Ellerbeck looked at Bast and nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   “We have rescued several members of your medical team,” Bast continued. “They are headed to the sickbay as we speak.”
 
   Ellerbeck looked surprised, but said nothing, her attention fixed on Seiben.
 
   “Captain Pike, Colonel Bast,” said Prime Minister Sallas. “I just want to thank you and your men for all you’ve done today. I am in your debt.”
 
   “Don’t thank us,” said Jon. “Thank Doctor Ellerbeck.”
 
   “I know,” said Sallas. “Still, I would be back in that cell if not for you.”
 
   “Do you have any idea why Juneau turned on you?” said Jon.
 
   “I have my suspicions. Our experiment with democracy angered the corporations. I’m pretty sure they were pulling Juneau’s strings.”
 
   “You frighten them,” said Jon. Everything beginning to make sense.
 
   Sallas nodded. “They’re afraid of losing power, but they’re more afraid of losing money. Their populations are nothing more than employees. Many are so heavily indebted that they don’t have any other options. They’ve engineered a system where large swathes of their populations must work to service the debt they owe to the very same corporations. In most cases the debt cannot be paid off in one lifetime. It is passed down to future generations, who end up increasing, rather than lowering the debt. Generations have inherited debts so large that paying them off isn’t an option. All they can do is hope to earn enough to pay the interest.”
 
   “What happens if they don’t make their interest payments?” said Jon.
 
   “If they miss too many payments they can be jailed.”
 
   “Why don’t they leave?” said Bast, who had been listening intently to the conversation.
 
   “There is no escape. People are free to move from one world to another, but their debt follows. The corporations share information about their populations.”
 
   “Sounds like a thinly veiled form of slavery,” said Jon.
 
   “Yes, it is,” said Sallas.
 
   “What about you?” said Bast. “Are you indebted?”
 
   “No. My family is quite wealthy. You see, under corporate rule everything is based on your position. Those in upper management make enough to avoid the burden of debt. Often, these people prosper, and their wealth grows. This of course is a different kind of slavery. Lose your job, and you lose your status, and eventually your wealth.”
 
   “Why would someone in your position want to change things?”
 
   Sallas smiled. “I am a student of history. I have studied old Earth. There was a time when people on Earth were born into servitude. But the history of humanity, is the story of the long quest for individual freedom. When Earth’s governments finally turned to democracy, the people found some measure of freedom. It helped me see how corrupt and unjust our system truly was. 
 
   “You see, the colonies were initially created by the corporations. People willingly traveled here in search of work. Government was necessary because the colonies were governed by Sol. When Sol fell, however, the corporations continued behaving like corporations, without oversight. That led to abuses. As time passed, people forgot Sol, and forgot democracy. I wanted to revive it. I wanted to give the people back their freedom. In fact, the first thing I did after coming into power was abolish hereditary debt.” 
 
   “I can see why the corporations hate you,” said Jon.
 
   “The population elected me as their leader. I speak for them, not the corporations.” Sallas spoke in a defiant tone, and Jon had to admit that he was starting to like the man.
 
   “What about the military?”
 
   “The military serves New Byzantium. They were nationalized. Some didn’t approve.”
 
   “I’m assuming General Juneau was one of them.”
 
   “That’s correct.”
 
   “So you have knowledge of Earth before the Juttari?” asked Jon.
 
   “Yes, of course,” said Sallas. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “The Juttari invasion devastated Earth. Much of our knowledge was lost. Only remnants remained.”
 
   “A second dark ages,” Sallas muttered to himself.
 
   “We’re approaching the ship,” said Bast.
 
   “We’ll have to continue this later,” said Jon.
 
   Sallas leaned in, “We need your help, Captain.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 30
 
    
 
   Jon stood outside sickbay when Darla and Breeah approached. Breeah had a protective arm around Darla, whose tears had left her eyes puffy and bloodshot.
 
   “Any news?” Breeah asked.
 
   “No, but Doctor Ellerbeck is looking after him. He’s in good hands,” said Jon, trying to reassure Darla.
 
   “I don’t understand,” she said. “What happened down there?”
 
   “The military overthrew the government. We literally had to fight our way out.”
 
   “Then how did you get the Prime Minister on board?” said Darla, looking at Jon with suspicion now.
 
   “We rescued him alongside Doctor Ellerbeck.”
 
   Jon saw the hand coming long before it struck him, but he wouldn’t stop it. Darla slapped him squarely on the cheek, stinging Jon’s deep into his conscience.
 
   “You bastard,” said Darla. “This is your fault.” Her rage spilling out through her tears.
 
   “I’m sorry, Darla,” said Jon. “I tried to protect him.”
 
   “Don’t lie to yourself, Jon Pike. If you had wanted to protect him you would have sent him back to the ship with the shuttle.”
 
   “I couldn’t. The shuttle was ordered back to the ship. The Chaanisar don’t take orders from me.”
 
   She glared at him, but the anger gave way to worry and the sobbing returned. “I can’t lose him,” she cried.
 
   Breeah pulled her close, trying to comfort her. “You won’t lose him. You’ll see. Dr. Ellerbeck can work wonders.”
 
   As if on cue, the door to sickbay slid open and Dr. Ellerbeck emerged. She looked at Darla and said, “Mrs. Seiben?”
 
   “That’s me,” said Darla. “How is he?”
 
   “He’s doing fine,” said Ellerbeck. “I’ve removed the bullet, and administered a course of biobots. He’ll be up and back to himself in a few days.”
 
   “Thank you, Doctor,” said Darla, regaining her composure. “When will I be able to speak to him?”
 
   “You can speak to him right now, if you want. He woke up a few minutes ago. Follow me.”
 
   Darla wiped the tears from her eyes as she followed the Doctor, barely noticing Jon and Breeah in tow.
 
   Seiben lay on a medical bed. He smiled when he saw Darla, but the smile quickly disappeared when he winced in pain.
 
   “Does it hurt?” Darla asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Seiben replied.
 
   “Good,” she said. “You deserve it you old fool.”
 
   “Why do I deserve to get shot?”
 
   “Because you were playing the hero again.”
 
   Seiben glared at Jon. “You just couldn’t keep your mouth shut.”
 
   “He didn’t say anything. I guessed and you just confirmed it. Are you trying to make me a widow?”
 
   “No, of course not. I was just trying to help.” He winced again. 
 
   “So now you’re helping the professionals fight? Is that right?”
 
   “He was helpful, actually,” said Jon. When Darla’s eyes shot daggers at him he added, “But I did tell him to keep his head down.”
 
   “Traitor,” said Seiben, and nearly jumped off the bed in pain. “Damn it,” he scowled. “How long are those little bastards going to torture me like this, Doctor.”
 
   “For a day, or two,” said Ellerbeck.
 
   “Wonderful,” Seiben grunted.
 
   Darla punched him in the arm. “Don’t speak to her like that. She saved your worthless life.”
 
   Jon chuckled. “Maybe we should let the old man rest a bit.”
 
   “Quit calling me that.”
 
   “You two go. I’m going to stay and keep an eye on him. Make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid.”
 
   “What happens now?” Breeah asked Jon, as they left sickbay.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Jon. “There’s a civil war raging down there, and we just happen to have the Prime Minister on board.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like a neutral stance.”
 
   “He and Doctor Ellerbeck are romantically involved. She wouldn’t come with us if we didn’t bring him.”
 
   “What does he want?”
 
   “He wants us to help him.”
 
   “Will you?”
 
   “He is in the right.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “He fights for freedom. The others are for oppression. There can be no doubt.”
 
   “What does Colonel Bast think?”
 
   “The Chaanisar want their brain chips removed. They have no interest in the planet.”
 
   “Perhaps you need to convince them.”
 
   “Maybe, but I don’t think it’ll be easy.” 
 
   “You should try.”
 
   “Let’s see how things play out. Where is Anki? I’d like to see her.”
 
   “She’s with my father. He’s watching her and Darla’s girls.”
 
   “Well, I suppose we’ll have to see him too.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 31
 
    
 
   Anki eyed her grandfather sitting stoically on a chair, his long gray hair spilling out around his shoulders. He had brilliant blue eyes and, despite his ferocity, Anki thought he was the most beautiful man she had ever seen. Otka and Alina sat with her on the floor and while she looked at her grandfather admiringly, they were more than a little trepidatious.
 
   “I don’t think we should bother him,” said Otka.
 
   “Me neither,” said Alina.
 
   “Nonsense,” said Anki.
 
   “But what if he gets mad?” said Otka.
 
   “I’m his granddaughter. He won’t get mad,” said Anki.
 
   “What about us? We’re not his granddaughters.”
 
   “He won’t get mad at you either.”
 
   “He’s scary,” said Alina.
 
   “A little. That’s why he’s perfect,” said Anki. “Besides, look at him. He hasn’t moved from that chair since we got here.”
 
   “He sits so straight. He could be a chair himself,” said Otka.
 
   “A scary chair,” said Alina.
 
   “See what I mean?” said Anki. “He needs to relax a little.”
 
   “I don’t think he knows how,” said Otka.
 
   “Maybe not, but I bet we can show him,” said Anki. “Come on.” Anki got up and walked to her grandfather. Otka and Alina followed, but chose to stay well behind.
 
   “Grandfather,” said Anki, looking up at the man. His eyes met hers and she was again stunned by their beauty. They were light blue, almost gray, but there was a sparkle to them that mesmerized her.
 
   “Yes child,” he said, his face stern.
 
   “Will you play with us?”
 
   “Play with you?” he seemed confused.
 
   “Yes. We want you to play a game with us,” said Anki, moving aside and gesturing to Otka and Anki standing behind her.
 
   “I am an old man, child. I cannot play children’s games.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “Why not? You’re just sitting in a chair. That can’t be very much fun. Play with us.”
 
   “No. You children go on and play with each other.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   His face seemed to soften slightly. “I am too old.” 
 
   “Too old? I’ve seen you beat younger men in the matches.”
 
   A hint of a smile crossed his lips. She knew how proud he was of his fighting ability.
 
   “I wouldn’t know how,” he said.
 
   “We’ll teach you. It’s easy. Please.”
 
   He let out a sigh and slapped his thighs with his hands. He looked around the room, then frowned at Anki and said, “What do I have to do?”
 
   “Yay,” said Anki, clapping. “You’re going to be a monster.”
 
   “A monster?”
 
   “Yes, and you have to try and catch us.”
 
   “That’s all?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I think I can do that. When do we start?”
 
   “Right now,” said Anki, giggling. Her giggles must have been contagious because she heard Otka and Alina giggling behind her. Her grandfather looked at them mischievously, but didn’t move. The three girls watched him, their anticipation growing with each second. Anki bent her knees slightly, preparing to run. Her grandfather’s fingers moved first, and slowly curled into claws. She could feel each individual muscle in her leg tightening, beckoning her to run. She tried to stifle her giggles, but focused on her grandfather’s eyes. He had always taught her that the body can deceive. It can trick you into expecting a strike from one limb, when in truth it came from another. The eyes, however, rarely lied. She watched them closely and thought she saw them become brighter. Then he struck.
 
   He jumped from his chair, shot out his claws, and let out a roar. They screamed and ran, as the terrifying creature chased them. It had long blackened claws, and vicious fangs that still dripped blood from a previous kill. Anki ran for the couch. The girls followed. She jumped onto its cushions, climbed over its back and hid in behind. Otka and Alina were right beside her. They crouched down low, hoping the terrible beast wouldn’t find them. She could hear it moving around, scraping the floor with its razor sharp claws. When it roared, she covered her ears to dampen the deafening sound. Then it stopped. She thought she heard its breath and looked up to see long bloody fangs. A hand swiped down at the girls and they ran, screaming, the sharp claws grazing her back. She heard another blood curdling roar, and screamed as she ran for the kitchen table.
 
   The door suddenly burst open and Jon ran in. Jon, with weapon in hand, scanned the room, Breeah alert beside him. The girls stopped screaming, and the monster turned back into her grandfather. 
 
   “Put that thing away before you hurt someone,” he scolded Jon.
 
   “We heard screams,” said Breeah.
 
   “The girls were playing,” said her grandfather.
 
   Anki jumped out from under the table and said, “Grandfather was playing with us.”
 
   “Really?” said Breeah, looking curiously at her father. “What were you playing?”
 
   “We were playing monsters,” said Anki.
 
   Breeah nodded and smiled. Her grandfather straightened his back and grunted.
 
   Jon put away his weapon and said, “Aren’t you going to say hi to me, kid?”
 
   Anki grinned, running straight into Jon’s arms, who picked her up and gave her a hug.
 
   “My mom was worried about you,” said Anki.
 
   “Weren’t you?” said Jon.
 
   “No, I knew you’d be ok.”
 
   “I was not worried either,” said grandfather.
 
   Jon frowned, “There’s a surprise.
 
   “See,” said Anki. “Both me and Grandfather knew you’d come back.”
 
   “Well I’m glad you and your grandfather have so much confidence in me,” said Jon.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 32
 
    
 
   Jon and Kevin walked into the Chaanisar conference room. Already seated at the long table were Colonel Bast, Lieutenant Jarvi, Doctor Ellerbeck, and Prime Minister Sallas. He and Kevin took chairs at the end of the table. Colonel Bast nodded at them and began the meeting.
 
   “Now that we are back on board and settled, it is time to discuss next steps. We have jumped safely away from New Byzantium-”
 
   “I’m sorry, what do you mean by that?” Sallas asked.
 
   If Bast was annoyed by the interruption, he didn’t show it. “I mean that we are no longer in orbit around New Byzantium. Nor are we in the same star system.”
 
   “But I need to get back down to the planet,” protested Sallas.
 
   “I understand that, Prime Minister. Unfortunately, in the process of rescuing you and Doctor Ellerbeck our ship sustained considerable damage, and we need to safely conduct repairs. We cannot do so in orbit around your world where we will continuously be under attack.”
 
   Sallas sat back into his chair, looking dejected, but choosing not to pursue the matter.
 
   “We have several important matters to discuss. Doctor Ellerbeck, you are aware of our situation and our desire to remove our brain chips?”
 
   “Yes,” said Ellerbeck.
 
   “Do you believe you can successfully complete the procedure?”
 
   “The surgery is not without risks, Colonel. I have removed the chips before, but never on a live patient. I do not know how your brain will react. You have had these implants since you were children. There’s no telling how reliant your physiology has become to the technology. Removing it could cause serious side effects.”
 
   “We are not concerned with the side effects,” said Bast.
 
   “You should be. There is a very real possibility of brain damage,” said Ellerbeck.
 
   “Doctor Ellerbeck,” said Jarvi. “Anything is preferable to being a Juttari slave. Even brain damage, although I would prefer death.”
 
   “As would I,” said Bast. “I’m sure every Chaanisar on board this ship would feel the same. Now, suppose the procedure is a success. How long would it take to recover?”
 
   “Again, it is difficult to say,” said Ellerbeck. “We are talking about brain surgery. Even with the help of biobots, I can’t see recovery being any less than a week, maybe two.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Sallas, urgently. “But we don’t have that kind of time. We need to get back to New Byzantium and help General Calledonius.”
 
   “What do you mean when you say ‘we’ need to get back and help?” asked Bast.
 
   “I need to get back to the planet,” said Sallas, correcting himself. “And I do have a proposition to make.”
 
   “Proceed,” said Bast. 
 
   “My people have worked for generations to bring democracy to New Byzantium.” 
 
   “Hang on a second,” said Jon. “I thought you said that you brought democracy to New Byzantium.”
 
   “That is correct. Due to my position, I was able to push through the change. However, there has been a pro-democracy movement on New Byzantium for a long time. Every planet in the colonies has a pro-democracy movement. It has been a long struggle, with many setbacks, but when we finally succeeded, New Byzantium became the first planet in the colonies to establish a democratic government. As you saw, there are many who would like to see us fail, and they’re prepared to take drastic action to see that happen.”
 
   “I understand your situation,” said Bast. “But we are not from your planet. Nor are we from these colonies. Why should we pick sides in what is essentially a civil war?”
 
   Sallas took a deep breath. “You should pick sides, Colonel. We are on the side of freedom. We are the one faint light of hope in this corner of the galaxy. If Sol had not fallen to the Juttari all those years ago, we would have had representation. Eventually we could have gained independence from Sol itself. We would have never have had to endure the absurdity of corporate rule.”
 
   “Forgive me, Prime Minister, but I still don’t see why the Chaanisar should fight for you,” said Bast.
 
   “Because you won’t be fighting for me, or my planet. You see, I understand you better than you know. You are all Ronin.”
 
   “Ronin?” asked Bast.
 
   Sallas smiled. “A term from Earth’s history, from Japan’s feudal period. During this time Japan had a thriving warrior culture. These men were expert swordsman called samurai. They devoted their lives to training in the various arts of war. They also spent their lives in the service of a lord. This lord was their master until the day they died. Sometimes, for various reasons, a samurai found himself without a lord. He became known as a Ronin, which is simply a masterless samurai. Many samurai considered the title a disgrace. They wanted to serve a master. There were some, however, who sought freedom. These rare samurai chose which causes they would commit themselves to. They chose the battles in which they would fight. Musashi, for example, the greatest samurai in history, was himself a Ronin.” 
 
   Sallas looked at Bast and Jarvi. “You still call yourselves Chaanisar, yet that is a title bestowed on you by your previous masters, the Juttari. You are not Chaanisar. You serve no master.” 
 
   Sallas looked over to Jon, “And you, Captain Pike? You no longer take orders from Space Force, do you?”
 
   Jon glanced at Ellerbeck and said, “It sounds like the good doctor have been doing a lot of talking.”
 
   “She has explained a lot to me. I know what happened on the Hermes. I also know that you believe in freedom. I’m not asking any of you to fight for me. I don’t want to be your master. I am asking you to choose this cause. I am asking you to fight for freedom.”
 
   “And what of our freedom?” said Bast. He pointed to his head and said, “Every minute these chips remain in our brains puts us at risk of becoming Juttari slaves again.”
 
   “I understand. Believe me, I do. It is just that my planet is running out of time. We need help now. We cannot wait two weeks. If we do, all may very well be lost.”
 
   Ronin. Jon had never heard the word before, but he had to admit, it did fit. He could sympathize with Sallas’s cause. He hated the likes of General Juneau. Not only did he remind him of the Governors back on Earth, but also of some in Space Force. Admiral Walsh came to mind. He served the Diakans first, before their own people.
 
   “I’ll help,” said Jon, surprising himself. “You’re right,” he said to Sallas. “I prefer to choose what causes I fight for. I can’t think of a better cause than freedom.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Sallas.
 
   Jon looked over to Bast and said, “Drop us off at the planet. You can then go and have your procedure.”
 
   Bast didn’t respond, but Jon noticed his left eye twitch. Jarvi’s eye twitched in reply. He wondered how much they would miss their brain chips when they were gone. 
 
   The eyes steadied and Bast turned to Sallas. “You are correct, Mr. Sallas. We should no longer consider ourselves Chaanisar.” He paused, as if to collect his thoughts. “You must understand that we have been programmed since childhood. In some ways we are more machine than human. We want to find our humanity again, yet we know how different we have become.” He looked over at Jon. “We are no longer the machines who killed those you loved. Yet we are not the children who once called Earth home. We can never return.” He turned to Sallas again and said, “We have been so determined to remove our brain chips that we have not fully considered what we would become without them. We will never be accepted back at Sol. I know that. But we do need a purpose. Perhaps you have given us one. Perhaps we are Ronin.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Sallas. “Does that mean you’ll help?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Sallas. We will help.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 33
 
                 
 
   “I’m fighting alongside you,” Breeah said defiantly.
 
   “No, you’re not,” said Jon, wondering why he hadn’t anticipated this response.
 
   “You do not command me, Jon Pike. If I say I am fighting then I am fighting.”
 
   He knew she wouldn’t back down once she dug her heels in. “What about Anki?” he said, trying to appeal to her maternal instincts.
 
   Breeah gestured to her father, who sat quietly observing them. “My father can take care of her while I am gone.”
 
   “I will not,” Jonas said with a booming voice.
 
   “Why not?” said Breeah, perplexed by his response.
 
   “Because, I am fighting as well.”
 
   This just kept getting worse. “What are you talking about?” asked Jon.
 
   “I am a Reiver,” said Jonas. “I do not idly sit by while others fight. If my daughter is fighting then I am fighting. Your friend Darla can watch Anki. She is a good woman from what I have seen.”
 
   “With all due respect, father, you are not a young man anymore,” said Breeah.
 
   Jonas rose from his seat, anger flashing in his eyes. “Nonsense. I can still fight just as well as any man. The rest of the Reivers will follow me into battle. They are all excellent fighters and from the sound of things you need all the help you can get.”
 
   “Now all the Reivers are fighting?” Jon said in exasperation.
 
   “Not all of them. Some will need to stay behind and tend to the children,” said Jonas.
 
   “This is absurd. You’ve all lost your minds,” said Jon.
 
   “No, it is a sound idea,” said Breeah. “My father is right. Our people need this. Ever since the Kemmar prison they’ve sat around this ship while you and the Chaanisar have gone into battle after battle. Reivers are warriors. They need to fight. I’m sure the ship’s fabricator can create the necessary armaments to equip them.”
 
   He felt the symbiont’s agreement. “Who cares what you think,” Jon said.
 
   “Excuse me?!” said Breeah, stepping toward Jon.
 
   “No, no, I didn’t mean you. I was talking to my symbiont.”
 
   She nodded, but her eyes showed she didn’t quite believe him.
 
   “You are a strange man, Jon Pike,” said Jonas.
 
   “Yeah? Go look in the mirror.”
 
   “What did you say?” bellowed Jonas.
 
   “Shit,” said Jon. “You know what? I’m going to go.”
 
   “I think you had better,” said Breeah.
 
   He knew when it was time for a retreat and left the room. He walked through the ship, studying the Chaanisar crewmembers he passed. Sallas had said that these were not Chaanisar anymore. Was he right? Jon’s hatred for the Chaanisar had been absolute. He could not accept these people because of that hatred, even though he had fought alongside them. Even with all the proof that they had changed, he hadn’t. The past imprisoned him. He could never forgive. But, what if Sallas was right? What if they weren’t Chaanisar anymore? Could he see them as something else? Something new? Were they still Chaanisar if the Juttari didn’t control them anymore?
 
   He thought about the past and realized that the Chaanisar were just as imprisoned by theirs. Yet they were trying to free themselves of it. Why wasn’t he? What did the past do for him, that he clung to it so tenaciously? Nothing. Not anymore. For most of his life the past had given him purpose. It filled him with anger and hatred, and a burning desire for revenge. But what good did it do him now? He couldn’t kill them all. Even if he could, none of it would bring his family back. He couldn’t hold his daughters, or watch them grow up. He would never kiss his wife again. Never seek out his mother’s wisdom. Sorrow filled him as their faces flashed in his mind. For years anger had held back the grief. The quest for vengeance prevented the sadness from crushing him. There had been no other reason to continue living. Now there was.
 
   He suddenly realized that he had unwittingly made his way to the bridge. He approached the doors, which were covered with incomprehensible Juttari symbols. Symbols of the past, he thought. A past that had enslaved both him and the Chaanisar. If he were to truly fight for freedom, he needed to free himself. Out here, amid the lost colonies, these symbols were meaningless.
 
   He stepped forward and the doors slid open. He strode onto the busy bridge and looked around at everyone. Not Chaanisar. People. Colonel Bast stood in his usual spot, with a clear view of all the activity. Kevin stood beside him, saying something to the Colonel. Jon stepped up to the two men and stood on the other side of Bast.
 
   “Gentlemen,” Jon said.
 
   “Captain,” Bast and Kevin said, almost in unison.
 
   “How are the repairs?” Jon asked.
 
   “We should be battle ready in a few days,” said Bast.
 
   “Good. Speaking of battle, the Reivers want to fight.”
 
   Bast and Kevin both looked surprised.
 
   “I think it’s a good idea,” Jon added.
 
   “You do?” said Bast.
 
   “Yes. It’s about time we all learned to act as one crew, rather than three.”
 
   The surprise seemed to give way to shock. Even Jon questioned whether the words actually came out of his mouth.
 
   “You do?” said Bast, concern spreading across his normally stoic face.
 
   “I do. Is the fabricator still online?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We can then arm the Reivers. Kevin, do you think you and Sergeant Henderson can give them some training over the next few days?”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” said Kevin. “They all seem experienced. It should be easy enough.”
 
   Jon nodded as he scanned the Chaanisar Bridge. “There’s one more thing, Colonel.”
 
   “What is that, Captain?”
 
   “We need to rename this goddamn ship.”
 
   “We need to what?”
 
   “Does this ship still serve the Juttari Empire?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then why does it still carry its Juttari designation?”
 
   “I… I don’t know. I hadn’t considered it. Do you have something in mind?”
 
   “I do. I suggest we call it The Ronin.”
 
   Kevin smiled. “I like it,” he said.
 
   Bast nodded, and Jon could see that he was beginning to understand.
 
   “We are all Ronin now,” Jon said.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 34
 
    
 
   The open combat suit standing in front of Breeah seemed gigantic, compared to her small stature. How could she ever hope to control such a monstrosity? It must weigh close to a ton, she thought. She had never worn a combat suit before. It wasn’t something the Reivers ever had access to. Even when they raided Kemmar space, they never challenged a Kemmar warship. They had always preyed on commercial freighter traffic, and as such had never encountered military combat suits. This was a first not just for her, but for all of the Reivers.
 
   They stood there now, facing a long line of metallic monsters. Her father stood next to her. He remained his usual quiet self, but she could feel his excitement. He seemed like a little boy who just received a coveted toy.
 
   She wondered how the thing worked. It stood on a platform, rigid and upright, which seemed odd, as there was nothing to hold it up. It didn’t make a sound, but she could tell that it generated power. A vaguely imperceptible ambient energy radiated outward from the suit. She wondered what would happen to her if the power supply stopped working. Would she be crushed under its hulking frame?
 
   “Step into your suit’s boots,” said Sergeant Henderson. “Your suit will customize itself to your body’s size.”
 
   This is it, she thought, and stepped up to the platform, along with the rest. Breeah placed one foot into a disproportionately large boot, and then the other. She placed her arms in their designated positions and straightened her back. The suit reacted instantly. The heavy looking metal suddenly and inexplicably became flexible and began to conform to her body. The metal moved and twisted to encircle her, encapsulating her legs, torso, and arms. When her body was entirely surrounded, the armor reached up and over her head, and stretched down in front of her face. Panic briefly took hold as the metal covered her nose, then mouth, as she imagined suffocation. The sensation went away when she realized that she could open her mouth and breathe.
 
   At first she had been immersed in total darkness. It took a split second for the helmet to adjust and give her a clear view of her surroundings. Her view was augmented further as her HUD came to life, providing her with detailed information on everything in the room. She tried to turn her head, and it moved easily, as though it was bare. She looked at the combat suit beside her and her HUD displayed her father’s name. She turned back to the front of the room, looked over at the two combat suits facing them at the front and Sergeant Henderson’s and Chief St. Clair’s names appeared.
 
   Sergeant Henderson’s voice came through her suit’s communication system. “Your combat suit will bestow you with superior speed and strength. For this reason it is important to move carefully, until you become more comfortable. Now, slowly step off your platforms.”
 
   Breeah gingerly raised her leg and stepped forward. It felt natural. The suit moved as if it and her body were one and the same. All the rest of the Reivers stepped out without difficulty too.
 
   “Carefully turn and face my direction,” said Henderson.
 
   She turned without issue, as did everyone else. So far so good. This was starting to feel easy.
 
   “When I give the command, you are all going to walk forward in single file through those doors and into the training room, where we’ll go over some more advanced techniques. Understood?”
 
   “Yes,” they said in unison. She wondered if he expected them to address him as ‘Sir’, like the Marines did. She doubted it was expected, nor did it feel natural. He was here to train them, not give them orders, which was probably why Henderson didn’t bark at them in the way he might with new recruits.
 
   “Begin,” said Henderson.
 
   She waited for the line in front of her to begin moving and followed. She stepped forward carefully, at first, still afraid she lacked control. Then, when she managed to avoid crashing into her father in front of her, she began to relax and move more naturally. It all felt remarkably effortless, like the suit wasn’t even there. She walked through the doors and into a large room. Jon stood in a corner watching. Could he tell which one she was? They lined up in the middle of the room facing Henderson and St. Clair.
 
   “Well done,” said Henderson. “I’m sure you’re all eager to see what these things can do.” With that Henderson jumped through the air and landed in front of their line. “I’m going to start with a light jog and you’re going to follow me and match my pace. As I increase speed, you increase speed. Understood?”
 
   “Yes,” they replied.
 
   Henderson broke into a jog. The line followed and when it was Breeah’s turn she tried to match the pace. Her first step was too ambitious and she bumped into her father’s back. It was just a tap, but enough to reminded her to be careful. The next step was more controlled and she quickly adjusted to the proper speed. She hadn’t been the only one. The line briefly resembled a column of dominoes as many Reivers negotiated the correct amount of force. But a lifetime of training meant the Reivers were quick to adapt. Once the first few bumps were out of the way, they were all moving in unison like they’d been in combat suits for years. As Henderson picked up the pace, they matched him.
 
   “Excellent,” said Henderson. “Now comes the real test.” With that he shot forward at incredible speed. There was no build up to it, he simply exploded with blazing strides that covered several meters. 
 
   The Reivers attempted to match his speed but had difficulty adjusting. This time her father stumbled in front of her. She quickly managed to change direction and avoid him. What had once been a clean line, now looked jagged and disorderly. But, as before, they adapted and found their stride. For the next hour they learned the basics of movement in a combat suit. They learned the suit’s limits. How fast they could run. How high they could jump. How far they could leap. They learned how hard they could punch and kick, and how to control that power so as not to leave themselves overextended and vulnerable.
 
   “Let’s put it all together and try some hand to hand combat,” said Henderson. He turned and faced Chief St. Clair. “The combat suit bestows you with incredible speed and power. It can also protect you from injury.” With that Henderson lunged at St. Clair with a vicious looking strike. St. Clair sidestepped the strike, seized the arm and threw Henderson across the room. Henderson landed hard on his back, but jumped up like nothing happened.
 
   “As you can see, the suit can take a good deal of punishment. It absorbs the impact, protecting you on the inside. But that doesn’t mean you’re invincible. You can still be hurt, even killed, but you have a lot of armor in the way. You are all trained fighters, so you just need to learn to use your skills with the suit. Can I have a volunteer?”
 
   Breeah shot her hand up, as did the rest of the line.
 
   “Kenid. Breeah. Step up here,” said Henderson.
 
   Breeah jumped forward, glancing at Jon who smiled at her. Kenid was older than her, so she didn’t know him well, but she remembered him being nice enough. Although that didn’t mean much. Fear of her father ensured everyone was nice to her.
 
   “You two are going to have a little fight,” said Henderson. “The best way to learn how to use the suit in combat is to actually use it in combat. Try not to kill each other.”
 
   Breeah and Kenid faced each other. The others stepped back to give them room. Breeah stared at her opponent, adrenalin coursing through her veins. She fell back into a fighting stance and waited for the match to start. Kenid did the same. She tried to remember Kenid’s ability in the matches, but drew a blank. 
 
   “Begin!” said Henderson.
 
   Kenid exploded forward with a flurry of strikes, forcing her to fall back and defend. The strikes were ridiculously fast and powerful. She shifted and sidestepped out of the way of the first few, then her hands took over. Each arm moved with a mind of its own. A lifetime of conditioning enabled her to react correctly. The suit did the rest. She still found herself surprised by the speed of her response. She loved it. The speed. The power. It intoxicated her. Was this how Jon felt?
 
   She parried and got off punches of her own, but Kenid easily deflected them. Then came his mistake. He threw an unnecessarily high kick. For her father, this was a cardinal sin. High kicks in combat were the epitome of foolishness. Never kick above the waist. This had been drilled into her since childhood. Perhaps Kenid thought the suit’s speed would allow him to get away with it. Did he forget that her suit was just as fast?
 
   His leg came up, she dropped and kicked out his supporting leg. He landed on his back. She was on him before he could get to his feet. She shot out a second foot as he rose, connecting hard with his chest. He went down again. When he tried to rise she surged forward and smashed a knee into his helmet. Kenid’s head snapped back and he was forced to the floor. She drove a foot down, aiming square at his helmet, but Kenid rolled out of the way. She chased him. Stomping. He kept rolling. 
 
   He tried to get up and a hard kick connected to his ribs sending him into the air. His stomach hit the ground first and he moved to get his knees up under him. The distance surprised her, but she didn’t hesitate. In an easy leap she covered the distance and landed on top of him, driving a knee into his back. He collapsed under the weight of the strike. She sat on his back, pinning him, and raised her fist to strike.
 
   “Stop,” yelled Henderson. Breeah got off Kenid and rose to her feet. Back on his feet, Kenid, bowed to her in Reiver fashion, acknowledging her victory over him. This was a sign of respect, but also one showing there were no hard feelings. She lowered her head in return, accepting the gesture.
 
   “Thank you Breeah and Kenid for that fine display of skill,” said Henderson. “As you can see, these suits can take a lot of punishment. This is why weapons are almost always needed when fighting with combat suits. Now, everyone spread out and find a partner. We’ll do some sparring and then we can move on to weapons.”
 
   She thoroughly enjoyed the match. Her father had taught her well, and she always had taken pride in her prowess. Many men were larger than her, but that never intimidated her. ‘Size is the weak man’s hiding place,’ her father always said. He was right. Men who felt they had the advantage of size and power often looked for the knock-out, or killing blow. If you denied them that blow they often became enraged. Almost helpless. Skill and cunning could easily defeat them. The combat suit took that skill and amplified it. It exhilarated her.
 
   They sparred for some time. She went through multiple opponents, each one helping her to adapt in new ways to the combat suit. At one point Sergeant Henderson turned off the gravity, and they fought in zero g conditions. She imagined that would be disorienting for most Space Force recruits. But every Reiver had been raised on an asteroid colony. They learned how to adapt to zero g conditions since they were children. In fact, disabling the gravity on board a freighter was a widely used tactic on Reiver raids. 
 
   After spending ample time sparring without gravity, Sergeant Henderson turned it back on, and they all dropped to the floor. “Outstanding,” he said. “You all look very comfortable in your suits, so let’s move on to weapons.”
 
   A Marine appeared and pushed a combat suit out onto the training floor. Her HUD named the suit Training 1. Sergeant Henderson brandished a massive blade that looked more sword than knife. It came to life and pulsed with energy. What looked like tiny lightning bolts crackled along its length. “This is an ion blade,” he said, holding the sizzling weapon up for all to see. “It will be your primary weapon in close quarters hand to hand combat.” Henderson pivoted toward the suit and thrust the tip of the blade into the suit’s shoulder. It didn’t pierce the suit, but her HUD identified the injury to the shoulder and displayed statistics regarding Training 1’s integrity. He thrust again, and the shoulder’s integrity dropped some more. The third strike pierced the armor. “An ion blade can do what your hands and feet cannot. Your HUDs should be displaying a report on the damage caused to the combat suit. In battle, you will receive real time information about your own suit’s integrity. You will also receive real time data about the health of the other suit’s in your unit. In addition, the suits will display information relating to any physical injuries you may have sustained. It will act to treat those injuries and administer pain killers.”
 
   Impressive, she thought. The suit is part warrior and part medic.
 
   Sergeant Henderson then strode over to a nearby rack where several extremely large weapons sat. He took one, shouldered it, turned and opened fire on the suit. Damage to the suit immediately flashed on her HUD as the first few rounds diminished its integrity. Once the armor had been compromised, the remaining rounds shredded it. Henderson ceased firing.
 
   “Your suit’s enhanced strength will allow you to carry your own personal cannon. That might be a rail gun, like this, or an energy weapon. Any questions?”
 
   Nobody spoke.
 
   “Good. Everyone follow me to the firing range where you can get a chance to shoot.”
 
   Breeah gleefully fell into step behind her father, who was probably having as much fun as her. Jon stood by the doors, still smiling, and flashed her a thumbs up as she passed. Jon may have objected to her fighting, but if anybody knew how much fun this was for her it had to be him.
 
   They filed into the adjoining shooting range. Another vast space. On one wall were long racks of weapons. Beyond them were the firing points, each one enclosed and isolated from the other. She glanced out at the range. It was surprisingly long. She often forgot how large this ship actually was. At the far end she spied the targets.
 
   Henderson walked up to the weapon rack and said, “We’re going to start with the rail guns.” He picked one up off the rack with one hand and a large magazine with the other. “You will approach the rack, one by one, take your weapon and your ammo, and load your weapon like this.” Henderson slapped the magazine into the rail gun and the weapon came to life. “The grip of your rail gun will recognize your combat suit and communicate with it. Your HUD will display your ammo levels, allowing you to time your reload. In the rare case of a malfunction, your HUD will inform you of the problem, so you can fix it.” He paused, as if waiting for questions. There were none so he continued. “Once your weapon is loaded you will each step up to a firing point and await further instructions. Understood?”
 
   “Yes,” came the now practiced response.
 
   “Begin,” said Henderson.
 
   When it was her turn Breeah stepped up to the rack and effortlessly picked up a rail gun and magazine. She marveled at the size of the weapon and how light it felt in her hands. She thought she had gotten used to the suit’s strength, but was still clearly in awe. The weapon had an open slot for the magazine and she smacked it into place. A new number instantly appeared on her HUD, displaying five hundred rounds available. She wondered how many magazines she would have, and stepped up to the firing point next to her father. She looked down the firing alley at the target in the distance. Out of curiosity she raised and pointed her weapon. Crosshairs appeared on her HUD and she adjusted the gun’s position until it locked onto the target.
 
   “When you raise your weapon your suit’s targeting system will activate. The crosshairs will allow you to adjust your aim for more precise firing. The rail gun will fire in the direction you aim, but with some weapons you may have access to intelligent ordnance. In those instances, when you lock onto a target and fire the ordnance will follow the target, even if it moves. Now I want all of you to raise your weapons and aim at your targets.” Henderson paused briefly. “Fire.”
 
   The room erupted with weapon fire, but the deafening sound she expected was muffled. The suit obviously had built in ear protection. Breeah squeezed off a few rounds and her HUD registered direct hits on the target. She fired off a few more and scored perfect hits again. This was too easy.
 
   “Cease fire,” said Henderson.
 
   The range fell quiet.
 
   “That was your warm up,” said Henderson. “Now that you know how everything works let’s give you some real shooting practice.”
 
   The target disappeared and an orb appeared where the target had stood, hovering.
 
   “You now have a new target. This target will move. You will adjust your aim accordingly and continue firing.”
 
   Breeah lined up the orb with her crosshairs.
 
   “Fire.”
 
   She pulled the trigger and hit the orb. It shrunk in size and began to dance in the air. Breeah followed. She locked on and fired again. Another hit. It got smaller and moved faster. She pursued, matching its speed. She fired again, but missed. She adjusted her aim, compensating for its movement and fired another round. Success. It shrunk some more, and continued to speed up. The thing moved too fast now, making it almost impossible to get a lock. She had to anticipate its movements in order to get a hit. 
 
   She fired and missed. After several unsuccessful attempts she changed tactics. Rather than shooting single rounds, she sprayed multiple bullets in the direction she thought the orb would go. Her HUD registered hits again, but the orb kept getting smaller and faster until it became impossible to hit. Soon many of the Reivers had the same problem.
 
   “When your target has become too small and you can no longer keep up, say the words, ‘reset target’ and it will return to its original size,” said Henderson.
 
   “Reset target,” Breeah repeated and the orb returned to its full size. 
 
   They continued training with the rail guns for a good hour, then switched to energy weapons. Other than the huge size of the weapons, Breeah was familiar with both. The practice was more about getting used to the suit and how it interacted with the weapons, than actually learning how to shoot. Later in the day they used intelligent ordnance. These were not standard issue, but they still needed to experience how they worked. These presented a different challenge. With the rail guns and the energy weapons, when the orb became too fast she had to anticipate its direction. With intelligent ordnance, however, she actually had to try and get a lock on the target, which was a lot harder than it seemed. Surprisingly, with little practice she found that the frequency of her locks more consistent.
 
   When Sergeant Henderson sent them back to remove their suits she felt a pang of disappointment. They returned to line up in front of the platforms that held their suits that morning.
 
   “Step up to your platform and place your boots in the outlines displayed,” said Henderson.
 
   Breeah put her feet where the platform indicated and the suit began to release her. First her helmet retracted, exposing her head. The suit continued to free her arms, torso, and finally her legs. She stepped off the platform, as did her father.
 
   “You did well, child,” said Jonas.
 
   “Thank you, father. It was fun.”
 
   A youthful smile spread across his face. His eyes sparkled. “I believe the fun is just beginning.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 35
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t mind one of those Diakan suits,” said Michael, gesturing toward an armor clad Diakan striding by, his heavy boots sinking deep into the mud as he passed.
 
   “You think the Diakans are going to suit up a bunch of lowly humans in those things? That’ll be the day,” said Jason.
 
   “Why not? They give us weapons don’t they? Why not some of those suits?”
 
   “Because the Diakans don’t give a shit about us,” said Jon’s father. “Haven’t I explained all this a hundred times?”
 
   “I know, I know,” said Michael. “This is all part of their bigger war with the Juttari. That’s the only reason they’re here. If we all get shot up by the Chaanisar, what do the Diakans care? There’s plenty more where we came from.”
 
   Jon quietly listened to the conversation, chewing on some mystery meat. He looked around the camp at the men. The resistance had grown quite a bit over the past few years, to the point where they might resemble an actual army.
 
   “That’s right,” said Jon’s father. “The real battle is being fought in space. Massive armadas are slugging it out for control of this system as we speak.”
 
   “More proof that we’re important to the Diakans,” said Michael.
 
   “Don’t be a fool. We don’t mean shit to the Diakans. The only thing that matters is the jump gate. That’s why the Juttari first came, and that’s what the Diakans and Juttari are fighting for control of.”
 
   “So why are they bothering with Earth at all?”
 
   “Isn’t it obvious? Earth is the only planet in the system capable of supporting life. To control the system, and its jump gate, you need to control Earth. The Diakans can establish permanent bases here. Or, have us establish them.”
 
   “First you tell me that they won’t give us any suits because they don’t give a shit about us, and now you’re saying they’re going to give us bases to control the system.”
 
   “Do you know what a proxy is?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “We would become a proxy. A Diakan puppet. They would allow us bases because they would still be pulling our strings.”
 
   “So why not now?”
 
   “Because we haven’t won. The Juttari need to be defeated first.”
 
   Jon didn’t like the idea of being anybody’s puppet. But he figured they needed to do whatever it took to defeat the Juttari, and then they could worry about the Diakans. They had come a long way over the past few years, but it hadn’t been easy. The Chaanisar attack that had killed his mother had been the beginning of the Chaanisar’s year of terror. For the following twelve months the Chaanisar mercilessly punished Earth’s population. Their goal had been to destroy the resistance movement, but it made them stronger. As more and more people were slaughtered, more sought revenge. The steady stream of Diakan weapons continued, giving the population hope. The ranks of the resistance grew. Now, just three years later, they fought for the fate of their planet.
 
   “How do you feel, son?” asked his father. “You’re quiet tonight.”
 
   “I’m okay,” said Jon. “Just thinking.”
 
   “He’s wondering what the hell he’s eating,” said Jason, laughing.
 
   “Who knows what this shit is the Diakans feed us,” said Michael. “I’m pretty sure there’s no such thing as a Diakan chef, I can tell you that much.”
 
   “It’s better than going hungry. Don’t forget that,” said his father.
 
   Jason and Michael both frowned at his father’s seriousness, but didn’t bother arguing.
 
   “You thinking about tomorrow?” asked his father.
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Well it’s going to be a big day. Might even decide it once and for all.”
 
   “If I can kill a few Chaanisar, I’ll be happy.”
 
   His father frowned. “You can’t kill them all, son. Don’t forget that.”
 
   No, he wouldn’t forget. He wouldn’t forget what they did to his mother, or to the planet. He watched another armored Diakan walk by and spit. What had humans done to deserve this fate? To become helpless pawns in galactic wars. His father was right. The Diakans didn’t care about Earth or its people. He would never forget that either.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Jon, wake up,” said his father.
 
   Jon jumped and grabbed his weapon. Ready. “What is it? Where are they?”
 
   “Relax. We’re not under attack.”
 
   Jon rubbed his eyes. “What’s going on? What time is it?”
 
   “Look,” said his father, pointing to the sky. “It’s happening. They’re fighting for orbital control”
 
   Jon followed his father’s and his cousin’s gaze towards the sky. The night was alive with movement. Dots of light, many in clusters, were zipping to and fro. Chasing. Evading. He was amazed at how many of them were up there. One of the dots flashed brightly then disappeared. Jon heard several gasps and exclamations. It seemed like the whole camp watched the show.
 
   “Did you see that?” said Michael. “What do you think it was? Juttari, or Diakan?”
 
   “No way of knowing,” said his father. “But I’m pretty sure the Diakans have the upper hand.”
 
   “Why?” asked Jon, wondering how his father could make any sense out of the dancing dots of light.
 
   “Think about it. The Diakans need to come into the system through the jump gate. They’ve already won control of the jump gate. By controlling the jump gate the Diakans are free to bring in reinforcements and supplies at will, while the Juttari are cut off. The fact that the Diakans have made it this close to Earth tells me that they have continued to win. With that much momentum they’ll be pretty hard to stop.”
 
   Another dot flashed and disappeared to more chatter from the audience. Jon found it all very surreal. This battle in space would decide the fate of Earth, yet it felt like a celestial sporting event.
 
   “Doesn’t matter much to us,” said Jason. “We still fight tomorrow, no matter what happens up there.”
 
   “Sure it matters,” said Jon’s father. “The battle will keep the Juttari occupied and hopefully unable to bomb us from orbit. If we’re lucky and the Diakans win, we might even get some orbital support.”
 
   “Why don’t they just quit?” Jon mumbled.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “The Juttari. They’re going to lose. Why wouldn’t they just surrender?”
 
   “Who knows how these damn aliens think,” said Jason.
 
   “They’re fanatics,” said his father. “That’s why they don’t quit. They’re religious zealots.”
 
   “Fine by me,” said Jon. “I hope they’re all wiped out.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 36
 
    
 
   Jon cursed himself for staying up and watching the battle. His eyes burned and his stomach ached. He wondered if his abdominal pain was the result of lack of sleep, or that crap the Diakans fed him. He threw cold water on his face and grabbed a cup of the coffee. It didn’t do his stomach any good, but the caffeine helped pierce the fog in his head. Today was the big day. They were hitting a Juttari stronghold. 
 
   He sipped his coffee, and watched the Diakans assemble their military hardware. Jon was still baffled at how the Diakans managed to get all this equipment and personnel down here. Smuggling energy weapons for the resistance was one thing, but here they had assembled an entire army. How did they ever get all this past the Juttari? His father speculated that the Diakans had superior covert capabilities, allowing individual ships to sneak down unnoticed. He knew about the technology that helped keep the resistance hidden from the Juttari. They must use similar tech to hide the military buildup as well.
 
   He watched an array of Diakan heavy weapons prepare for the assault. Giant mechs and tanks formed up in battle position. The plan called for the heavy weapons to punch a hole in the Juttari defenses allowing for the remaining ground forces to enter. The Diakans, wearing their armored suits, would spearhead the advance, followed closely by the resistance. He wasn’t crazy about the plan, but it was more than they’d dreamed of accomplishing just a few years ago.
 
   Jon strapped on his body armor, wondering whether it provided any protection at all. It was clearly inferior to the Diakan suits, but it had to be better than bare skin. He checked the cartridge on his energy weapon. Full charge. Inspected his sidearm. Loaded and ready. Last, he felt for his blades. They wouldn’t do him much good in this battle, but he felt naked without them.
 
   His father and cousins were geared up and the four of them waited for the battle to start. They were sullen. Even his cousins had no jokes this morning. With increasing Diakan involvement, things had changed for the resistance. Where they once acted independently, they now took direction from the Diakans. He supposed it was logical. They wouldn’t have gotten this far without their help. Nonetheless, it was difficult to put your life in someone else’s hands. Especially when that someone was an alien. In the resistance they trusted each other with their lives. Could they trust the Diakans?
 
   The tanks moved first. For something so large they were surprisingly quiet. The fact that they didn’t actually touch the ground might have had something to do with it. The mechs followed. The ground tremored as they advanced with deafening mechanical wines. Jon knew there had been more, unseen activity prior to this. Stealth units and drones would have been deployed to soften up the target and eliminate any surprises.
 
   Jon looked up and saw nothing but a vast morning sky. He wondered which side had the upper hand in the space battle. The timing of the ground attack had to coincide with the celestial contest, but the Diakans told them very little. The resistance only knew the Juttari stronghold was some kind of operations center. Yet again, they would have to trust the Diakans. In the distance he saw flashes of light followed by consecutive concussions that sounded like to rolling thunder. It had begun.
 
   They spent much of the morning waiting and listening to the unrelenting sounds of battle. They had no way of knowing which side was winning, either in space, or on the ground. Jon’s nerves were stretched thin.
 
   “Those big bastards went in hours ago. You’d think they would’ve broken through by now,” said Jason.
 
   “What are you worrying about,” said Michael. “The longer they pound the Juttari the better for us.”
 
   “I didn’t come here to sit around and wait while the Diakans fight my battles,” Jason said, irritated.
 
   “Neither did I,” said Jon.
 
   “Don’t worry, you’re all going to get your chance soon enough,” said his father.
 
   As if on cue a loud klaxon rang throughout the camp.
 
   Jason said, “See Jon, even the Diakans listen to your father.”
 
   The men took their positions alongside the other resistance fighters. The Diakans lined up in front of them. A horn sounded and the Diakans began to move out. First at a walk, then a run, their suits gleaming in the morning sunlight.
 
   Minutes later another horn sounded and the ranks of the resistance followed.
 
   “Here we go,” said Jason, as they began marching.
 
   Jon’s father said, “No matter what happens, the four of us stick together.”
 
   “You won’t get any arguments from me,” said Michael.
 
   “Me neither,” said Jason.
 
   His father looked at Jon and said, “How about you?”
 
   “Where you go I go,” Jon said.
 
   His father patted him on the back. “Good,” he said.
 
   They walked some distance without seeing anything, but the sounds of battle grew louder. The pungent smell of burning circuits wafted through the air. The odor stronger and they passed their first casualty. The charred remains of one of the giant mechs lay on its back. Its Diakan pilot hung from the cockpit, its face buried in the mud. It had tried to escape to safety but had been too riddled with shrapnel to make it. Jon inspected the body with grim satisfaction. The Diakans died just like humans. For all their technology they couldn’t escape the reaper. No one stopped to see if the Diakan still lived. They knew the Diakans would do the same were it one of them lying in the mud. A very strange alliance, thought Jon.
 
   The shelling became deafening and Jon could now see two mechs towering up ahead. Long tails of smoke streaked forth as they launched missile after missile at the stronghold. Behind the mechs stood an armored Diakan waving them forward. 
 
   They approached the Diakan who said, “Keep moving. We’ve punched a hole in the stronghold’s defenses. You will advance straight into the stronghold.”
 
   “Let’s go,” said Jon’s father.
 
   “He’s the one with the armor,” said Jason. “Why is he hanging back here?”
 
   “He’s waiting for us to soften the Juttari up for him,” said Michael.
 
   Jason said, “Goddamn Diakans. All talk.”
 
   Just ahead of the mechs they passed some of the big Diakan tanks. The two mammoth beasts hovered there, firing their giant guns. As they passed, Jon covered his ears. His helmet supposedly had built in ear protection, but the sound of those big guns was still deafening. They continued toward the stronghold, moving in a crouch now. They saw more Diakan casualties and Jon became less envious of the Diakan armor. The suits hadn’t done shit for them. 
 
   Up ahead the Juttari structure filled the landscape. It appeared to have taken quite a pounding. It was pockmarked and charred but its structural integrity remained intact. 
 
   Heavy bolts of blue shot out from the roof toward the ground. An energy cannon. Jon turned to see a swathe of resistance fighters fall. The fire shifted toward them.
 
   “Get down,” Jon yelled. They hit the mud just as the energy bolts swept past their position. The sound of splattering mud drowning out the electric hum of the energy fire passing them. It continued moving away, raking the human line. Jon saw dozens more fall as the cannon found its marks. It moved steadily down the resistance line and more fell. This was what killed the Diakans they came across. Why the heavy guns hadn’t taken it out yet? There must have been multiple defenses in place. The Diakan guns couldn’t destroy them all.
 
   “Run!” said his father when the fire was far enough away.
 
   Jon surged to his feet running as fast as he could, each step a struggle against the mud’s grip. His cousins were right beside him. Nobody argued. If they stayed where they were they’d surely die when the cannon fire returned.
 
   They neared the building when Jon spotted the breach the Diakan had mentioned. A wide gash ran along the side of the building. 
 
   “There,” said his father, pointing to a group of Diakans along the opening. They ran to take position behind them. He glanced back to see that another group of humans had followed. The Diakans fired sporadically into the building, but Jon didn’t notice anyone firing back. A Diakan turned and signaled to enter the building.
 
   “What do we do?” said Jason, as the Diakans disappeared inside.
 
   “We follow,” said his father. “Stay behind the Diakans.”
 
   They entered the building, the other humans staying close behind. Inside was mostly dark, except for a sinister green glow. It must be some sort of backup lighting.
 
   “What the hell is this?” said Jason, looking at one of the walls. Alien symbols were sprawled across its length. The green glow morphing their shapes to seem threatening.
 
   “Juttari religious symbols,” said his father.
 
   “You’ve seen them before?” asked Jon.
 
   “Yeah,” said his father in a tone that stopped Jon from asking where.
 
   They followed the Diakans deeper into the building. Jon felt like he was walking toward the center of a spider’s web, the arachnid hungrily waiting for him to pass the point of no return.
 
   “I don’t like this,” whispered Jon.
 
   “Neither do I,” said his father.
 
   “Where are they hiding?” said Jason.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Jon’s father.
 
   They continued down the maze of dimly lit catacombs. They could hear weapon fire now, but the sound seemed to come from all directions, making it difficult to pinpoint where the battle was being fought. Another group of Diakans had engaged the enemy. Jon tightened his grip on his weapon. It would be their turn soon enough.
 
   They rounded a corner into a long corridor. The Diakans were just ahead, advancing slowly. Halfway down the length of the corridor they encountered the enemy. As a barrage of energy weapon fire flashed through the dark corridor, a brilliant blue light replaced the ominous green glow. Jon crouched, then lunged toward the wall, searching for cover. A prolonged firefight ensued. As Jon’s eyes adjusted, he was able to pick out the enemy at the far end of the corridor. A group of Chaanisar.
 
   His fire joined the rest, shooting repeatedly at the Chaanisar positions. The resistance followed. The increased fire suppressed the Chaanisar response, giving the Diakans an opportunity to advance. 
 
   “Let’s go,” said his father.
 
   Jon looked over his shoulder to see the rest of the humans holding their ground. Perhaps they thought it better to stay put and provide covering fire. Jon continued moving and firing. Several Diakans bolted forward and crashed into the Chaanisar. A blur of movement and energy fire erupted. It lasted for several seconds. When it stopped a Diakan emerged, giving the signal to advance. 
 
   “Signal all clear to the others,” said his father.
 
   Jon turned. “Oh no.” The resistance fighters who stayed behind lay on the ground, slaughtered. Several had been disemboweled.
 
   His father turned to look and said, “Juttari.”
 
   An icy chill climbed up Jon’s spine as realization took hold. Those men were butchered by Juttari claws.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 37
 
    
 
   Jon’s head snapped left, right, up, down, searching for the Juttari. He found nothing. But he knew it was out there. Hunting.
 
   His father saw his distress and said, “Don’t worry, son. No bloody Juttari will be sneaking up on us today. But we need to keep moving. You see what can happen when you fall behind.”
 
   Jon nodded, but found no solace. His cousins too stared at the butchered humans behind them. Their faces grim.
 
   “A Juttari can do that?” said Michael.
 
   “Yeah,” said Jon’s father. “They like to kill with their claws. Something to do with their damn religion.”
 
   “One Juttari killed all these men with its claws?” said Michael.
 
   “Probably. Maybe two. But they like to hunt alone.”
 
   Jon wondered how his father knew so much about the Juttari. They had conquered Earth, but for centuries they had left most of the work on Earth to the Chaanisar. Nobody really knew much about the Juttari. Just a bunch of conflicting stories. How did his father came to know so much about the Juttari?
 
   “Fuck this,” said Jason. “I’m not going to stand around and let some alien hunt me.” He turned and headed off after the Diakans. The rest followed.
 
   “Another reason why we need those Diakan suits,” said Michael. “I bet the Juttari can’t get their claws through that armor.”
 
   “They use weapons against armor,” said Jon’s father. “The Juttari are just as advanced as the Diakans. Like I said, all this hunting bullshit has to do with religion.”
 
   “What does killing with claws have to do with religion?” said Jon.
 
   “From what I understand their religion is extremely old. It goes way back to the days when they actually hunted and fought with their claws. When they proved themselves worthy.”
 
   “So they do this to show their worth to their god?”
 
   “That’s right. Their religion tells them it’s their divine duty to conquer the universe. This shit is their way of proving themselves still worthy of that duty.”
 
   “That’s really fucked up,” said Michael.
 
   The Diakans weren’t hard to catch up to. They were nothing if not cautious. Diakans didn’t like to take risks. Of course, they didn’t mind risking human life, but humans were expendable. A lesser species. The Diakans were lucky they hadn’t been conquered, thought Jon, because their cautiousness would ensure they stayed slaves forever.
 
   They steadily advanced down another long corridor. Jon stayed close to the wall, but couldn’t stop himself from looking behind him regularly. Sporadic gunfire could be heard all around them. How many Diakans and humans were in the building? Surely they were flooding in by now. The Juttari and Chaanisar hiding inside were finished. The only question was how long it would take. They must know it themselves, he thought. That made them more dangerous than ever. They had nothing to lose. If they were going to die they would be taking as many with them as possible.
 
   The Diakans approached an intersection of corridors. They cautiously checked the adjacent hallway and were greeted by weapon fire from both ends. A crossfire. The Diakans fell back. As they dithered about what to do next, a Chaanisar threw a grenade like object at them. AS it hit the ground one of the Diakans threw himself on top of the object. The bomb exploded. Launching the Diakan through the air. The nearby Diakans were also tossed aside by the force of the blast, landing on their backs. The armor hadn’t protected the Diakan who fell on the bomb. Jon was sure he was dead. The other Diakans slowly began to rise. The Chaanisar surged forward.
 
   Still disoriented by the grenade attack, the Diakans were slow to respond. The Chaanisar energy bolts plowed into them. A furious amount of fire drilled through the Diakan armor. 
 
   Jon lined up the lead Chaanisar and opened fire. He scored several direct hits before the Chaanisar took cover. A savage firefight ensued. The remaining Diakans tried to hold on, but they had just lost five of their men to the grenade attack. Jon could see they were outnumbered by the rate of return fire. The Diakans, however, weren’t giving an inch. 
 
   Jon saw a Chaanisar pop his head out. He pulled the trigger, but the Chaanisar was back behind the wall before his energy bolt could find its mark. He showed himself again and Jon squeezed off another bolt. He missed. Goddamn they’re fast, he thought. He had to change tactics. He aimed for the empty spot and fired, without a real target. As if on cue, the Chaanisar appeared. The bolt crashed into the Chaanisar armor, surprising him before he ducked back behind the wall.
 
   A Diakan lunged forward and threw a grenade at the Chaanisar positions. He was met by a crossfire of energy bolts. The Diakan tried to get out of the line of fire, but the onslaught overwhelmed him. The grenade exploded, and Jon felt the floor shudder from the concussion. He couldn’t know how many Chaanisar it took down, but hoped it got them all. His question was soon answered. Another Diakan jumped into the crossfire and threw a grenade at the opposite Chaanisar position. The crossfire cut him down, but his grenade detonated, likely taking out several Chaanisar.
 
   “Looks like the Diakans have balls after all,” said Jason.
 
   “Who knew?” said Jon, impressed by the Diakan suicide attacks.
 
   “Don’t be fooled by their cautious nature,” said Jon’s father. “They can be fierce fighters when they need to be.”
 
   To Jon’s surprise, two more Diakans jumped out, throwing grenades at the Chaanisar positions. A Chaanisar surged forward launching his own grenade toward the remaining Diakans. A Diakan dove on the Chaanisar grenade as it and the other grenades exploded. Thrown to the ground, the remaining Diakans struggled to get up. Two Chaanisar soldiers appeared and opened fire on the prone Diakans. Jon and his group targeted the Chaanisar and scored multiple hits. The Chaanisar armor, obviously weakened by the grenade attacks, didn’t take much energy fire. The Chaanisar didn’t drop before killing the remaining Diakans, however.
 
   “Hold your fire,” said Jon’s father.
 
   An eerie quiet set in. 
 
   “Are they dead?” asked Jon, expecting Chaanisar to come around the corner any second.
 
   “I don’t know,” said his father. “We’ll have to take a look.”
 
   “I was hoping you weren’t going to say that,” said Jason.
 
   “Come on,” said Jon’s father, and he cautiously stepped forward.
 
   Jon raised his forearm to wipe his brow. “Is it just me, or is it really warm in here?” he asked.
 
   “It’s warm” said Jason. “I’m sweating like a fucking pig.”
 
   “Do pigs sweat?” said Michael.
 
   “You look pretty sweaty to me,” said Jason.
 
   They reached the corner and his father held up a fist, telling them to stop. He peered around the corner and exhaled.
 
   “All clear,” he said, and waved the group forward.
 
   “Goddamn,” said Jason, turning the corner.
 
   Jon came around and saw a corridor full of dead Chaanisar.
 
   Michael moved in for a closer inspection. He stepped over the bodies, pointing his weapon at each one.
 
   “Be careful,” said Jon’s father. “Some of them might still be alive.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Michael. “If any of them so much as twitches I’ll toast them.”
 
   “They’re fast,” said Jason. “Get back here and stop playing the damn hero.”
 
   “Relax brother,” said Michael. “They all look pretty dead to me.”
 
   “Okay, come back so we can figure out what’s next,” said Jon’s father.
 
   Michael turned to face them and said, “I think we should-”
 
   A fountain of blood spewed forth several feet from the artery in Michael’s neck. Dark green fingers dug their long claws deep into his throat. 
 
   Juttari claws.
 
   Michael’s eyes were wide with surprise, his hands struggling to pry himself free from the alien grip. From behind Michael’s head intelligent, cat-like eyes stared straight at Jon. He pointed his weapon but couldn’t shoot for fear of hitting his cousin. The creature cocked its head at Jon, eyeing him curiously. Michael’s legs kicked out violently, but to no avail.
 
   “Let him go you fuck,” said Jason, charging the Juttari.
 
   “No!” yelled Jon’s father. “Don’t!” 
 
   But Jason was too consumed with rage to listen. The Juttari looked at Jason and yanked its hand from Michael’s throat. He threw the torn out windpipe at Jason, as if to show him its handiwork. Michael crumpled to his knees, black blood now gushing from his savaged throat. Jason fired as the Juttari leaped toward him, taking him to the ground. Jason landed on his back with the Juttari straddling his chest. Its claws viciously tearing at his neck and face with terrifying speed.
 
   Jon and his father fired. They both scored direct hits but the energy bolts only seemed to anger it. The creature looked up with narrowed eyes. It screeched as Jon shot it square in the face. Jon’s repeated firing forcing it off Jason. The Juttari sprang away down the hall, scaling the walls with incredible agility until it disappeared into the darkness.
 
   They raced to help Jason. His face had literally been torn off. His throat, like Michael’s, had been ripped out. Jon’s weapon shook in his hand. His two cousins, who had always been more like older brothers, were dead. 
 
   He felt a hand on his shoulder and his father said, “We need to keep moving, son.”
 
   “What?” said Jon, still staring at the bloody pulp that used to be Jason’s face.
 
   “We need to go.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Back the way we came.”
 
   Jon turned to meet his father’s gaze. “What about the Juttari? Are we just going to let it get away?”
 
   “It’s not going anywhere. Believe me. It’ll be dead before this battle is done.”
 
   “We need to kill it.”
 
   “No, son. We need to fall back before it kills us.”
 
   Jon stared down the hallway in the direction the Juttari escaped. Wasn’t it still back there? Hiding? Watching? He raised his weapon and stared down its sight at the corridor. No movement.
 
   “Come on,” said his father.
 
   Jon scanned the corridor one last time and said, “Okay.” He turned and followed his father back the way they came. He knew his father was right. The smart thing to do was find reinforcements. Then they could hunt down and kill the Juttari. 
 
   They stepped over the Chaanisar and Diakan bodies and backtracked down the corridor until they eventually reached the humans that had joined them. Their eviscerated bodies were scattered on the floor, intestines stretched out in front of them like endless gray rope. Their faces twisted in permanent agony.
 
   Jon’s stomach flipped as a savage shriek filled the hallway behind him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 38
 
    
 
   “We have to make a stand,” said Jon’s father. “We can’t run. It’ll just cut us down from behind.”
 
   “Make a stand?” Jon said, struggling to keep control of his emotions. Fighting the panic. “Look at what that thing did to these men. To Michael and Jason.”
 
   “We have no choice,” his father said, in an even tone. “We hurt it back there, especially when you shot it in the face.”
 
   “Why isn’t it dead?” said Jon, aiming his weapon at the corridor, scanning for signs of movement.
 
   “It must have some type of protection. Not armor, like the Diakans. Something else. We just can’t see it.”
 
   “Maybe it’s weak around the head?”
 
   “Could be. We should try and aim for its head. Either way, even those Diakan suits can fail with enough punishment. The Juttari shouldn’t be much different.”
 
   How many shots will it give us? thought Jon. He remembered how it seized Michael by the throat. Where had it come from? They hadn’t seen a thing.
 
   Another shriek. Closer this time. He still couldn’t see anything. Why was it making all that noise? Jon wondered. Wouldn’t it rather sneak up on them?
 
   “There it is,” shouted his father, and opened fire toward the ceiling.
 
   Jon caught the movement and pulled the trigger. The Juttari scurried from the ceiling onto the wall. It climbed like a squirrel, using its claws for traction. Even on the ceiling, it moved incredibly fast. Jon had a tough time adjusting his fire, but managed to adapt. His father had already scored several hits on the thing’s torso, but hadn’t slowed it down. The head must be the key. 
 
   His weapon blazed blue lightning but the head shot evaded him. It was almost on top of them before Jon hit his target. The Juttari dropped from the ceiling to the floor, stunned. Jon fired again, but the creature jumped out of the way. Its cat-eyes were on him now. It charged. Jon fired frantically. It crashed into him, knocking the energy weapon from his hands and slashing him across the face with one of its claws. 
 
   Jon fell back, stunned and momentarily blinded. The monster smashed into him again and he fell to the floor. His face burned and he brought his arms up to protect it.
 
   “Get off my son you filthy bastard,” his father roared.
 
   Jon felt the creature fall off of him and opened an eye to see blue energy bolts crashing into the beast. The creature shrieked and flung itself onto his father. They hit the ground hard. 
 
   I have to help him, Jon thought, forcing himself up. Blood streamed into his eyes, blurring his vision, but he could still make out the Juttari. It was on top of his father. He didn’t know where his energy weapon was and had no time to search for it. So he lunged for the Juttari and drew the only weapons he had left. His knives.
 
   Landing on the creature’s back he attacked it with the ferocity of a rabid wolf. His blades came down repeatedly on the thing’s face. His arms moved like pistons. At first Jon felt resistance, like he was trying to pierce a metal plate. But with each thrust the resistance dissipated until he began to feel the soft flesh underneath. There was another deafening shriek and the Juttari threw Jon off its back.
 
   Jon hit the floor and rolled, getting back onto his feet in one fluid motion. The creature too had left his father and stood facing Jon. It stared back at him with malevolence, but with only one eye. The other eye was a mangled mess. The injury gave Jon a surge of confidence.
 
   He tightened his grip on his blades and bent his knees, readying himself for combat. “Get ready to meet your god, you fuck,” Jon hissed.
 
   The Juttari let out a low, guttural growl and sprang at Jon.
 
   Jon knew he couldn’t rely on his sight. His vision was blurred, and the Juttari moved too fast. If he simply watched for the strike he had no doubt he’d be dead. He would fight the way his mother taught him, using sensitivity rather than sight. He closed his eyes. Felt the attack. And let his arms think for themselves.
 
   His hand shot out and he felt his blade make contact, parrying the strike. The other blade moved deflecting a second set of claws. The Juttari unleashed a flurry. Jon fell backwards, but his arms like windmills successfully defended against each slash. 
 
   His defense might have confused the creature because there was a slight pause in its melee. It was only a fraction of a second, but Jon’s arms were moving at full speed, defending, yet at the same time probing for weakness. That fraction of a second pause felt like a glaring hole in the Juttari’s defense. 
 
   His hands initiated a fierce counter attack. The Juttari responded weakly. It blocked the first few attempts, but it had lost momentum. Jon wondered if it ever had to actually defend itself in a hand to hand encounter. He stabbed at its face. It blocked. Jon hooked its arm with his other blade and pulled it down, freeing his attacking arm. He stabbed again. It blocked with its other arm, but Jon was now a step ahead. His attacking arm switched to defense, yanking its blocking arm down, and simultaneously thrusting up with his other knife.
 
   The point made contact under the Juttari chin and slid easily into flesh. He plunged it home, slicing up through the Juttari mouth. He held the handle firmly, pinning the beast’s head in place. His other knife gashed furiously at its face. The strange Juttari scream muffled as blood sprayed out from its wounds. It struck at Jon’s arms with its claws. Jon was so focused on his kill that the wounds went unnoticed. The Juttari fell backward, taking Jon fell with it, his blade now sinking deeper into its skull with each thrust. 
 
   Its arms went limp. Jon couldn’t stop. He unleashed a lifetime of fury into its green face. He stabbed for his parents. For his cousins. For the stolen children. For the Earth.
 
   “Stop,” said his father, his voice little more than a whisper. “It’s dead.”
 
   His father lived. Jon looked down at his blood soaked hands then at the mutilated Juttari skull. He contained the bile in his throat, and crawled over to his father, who lay prone. Jon could see several lacerations, but just one that worried him. A deep slash across his father’s abdomen that oozed blood. He quickly removed his shirt and pushed it against the wound.
 
   “Are you okay?” his father said, looking up at him.
 
   “Yeah. I’m fine.”
 
   “You look like shit.”
 
   “You want me to get you a mirror?”
 
   His father tried to laugh, but coughed instead.
 
   “Just take it easy,” said Jon.
 
   The sound of heavy boots reverberated down the hallway, coming toward them. Closer now, Jon grabbed his father’s hands and pressed them onto his wound. “Hold this. Someone’s coming.” 
 
   He searched the corridor for a weapon. He pulled one out from under a dead fighter and pointed. A group of Diakans appeared and relief washed over him as he lowered his weapon. He walked up to the lead Diakan.
 
   “Please, we need help,” Jon pleaded. “My father’s been badly injured.”
 
   The Diakan glanced at him, then down at his father and at the dead Juttari. He walked past without a word. Jon was stunned. He ran forward and stood in front of the Diakan.
 
   “Do you understand me? We need your help.”
 
   The Diakan pushed him aside, the armored strength surprising Jon. Jon stumbled sideways several steps before regaining his balance. 
 
   Jon lunged forward and grasped the metal arm. “Please, you have to help us,” he begged.
 
   The Diakan spun around striking with a powerful armored glove.
 
   Jon’s head snapped back and the lights went out.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 39
 
    
 
   Jon woke to a pounding in his head. The sunlight hit him square in the eyes piercing into his temple. He didn’t know where he was, or what had happened. Then everything came rushing back.
 
   “Father!” he shouted. He tried to get up but it felt like someone had driven a spike into his skull. Shielding his eyes from the sunlight he began to make sense of his surroundings. He was back at camp, in a medical tent.
 
   “Father!” He frantically scanned the other beds. Could they have just left him in there? If he was dead, they would have. How long was I out? he thought. He remembered the Diakan armored fist. I’ll kill that son of a bitch. He struggled again to get up.
 
   “Take it easy,” came a soft female voice from behind him. “You’ll reopen your wounds.” A face came into view. A human face. She had blond hair tied back in a loose bun, high cheekbones and light blue, almost gray, eyes. He didn’t remember seeing her before.
 
   “Who are you? Where’s my father?” Jon said, his voice hoarse.
 
   “I’m Tess. I’m the nurse who’s going to make sure you recover properly. I’m guessing the man brought in with you is your father. He’s okay, but was in far worse shape than you.” Tess checked Jon’s wounds. “My God. What happened in there? The two of you look like you were fighting wild animals.”
 
   Jon let his head drop back down onto the pillow. His father had made it. He looked up at Tess and said, “Juttari. We fought a Juttari.”
 
   “A Juttari did this to you?” said Tess.
 
   “Yeah, with its claws.”
 
   “Claws? I don’t think I’ve ever seen one.”
 
   “You’d know if you did,” said Jon.
 
   Tess studied Jon’s wounds and said, “I suppose I would.”
 
   “When can I see my father?”
 
   “Soon. I’ll let you know.” When Tess turned to walk away Jon grabbed her by the arm. “Was there something else?”
 
   “Yeah. Who brought us in?”
 
   “I don’t know their names.”
 
   “Were they human or Diakan?”
 
   “Human.”
 
   Jon loosened his grip and said, “Thanks for all your help, Tess. We’re in your debt.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “We’re all in this together.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “That bloody Diakan hit you real hard,” said Jon’s father, laying on his medical cot. “I saw the whole thing.” His father paused, glaring at him. “And you just stood there and let that alien shit knock you out. I thought I taught you how to defend yourself.”
 
   “I didn’t expect it,” Jon said, embarrassed. He sat in a wheelchair next to his father’s cot. Tess had insisted that he use it, even though he felt strong enough to walk. He found her strangely persuasive. And beautiful. While waiting for his father to gain consciousness, he kept making excuses to speak with her. Likely why he agreed to the wheelchair. But now it made him feel uncomfortable, especially with his father about to tear a strip out of him for getting sucker punched.
 
   “You didn’t expect it? How does someone fight off a Juttari attack and win, then get flattened by a single punch? Can you explain that one to me? I mean, I don’t think the Diakan could’ve been any more obvious about what his intentions were.”
 
   “I thought the Diakans were on our side. I didn’t think he would attack me, especially after I killed a Juttari.”
 
   His father rolled his eyes. “What did you think, that the Diakan would give you a medal? I guarantee you he assumed that another Diakan killed the Juttari. There’s no way in hell he’d believe you killed that Juttari with just a couple of knives. How many times do I have to tell you-”
 
   “The Diakans don’t give a shit about us. I know, father.”
 
   “Clearly you don’t. Those fish heads don’t care if you and I live or die. This is all just territory to them. All we are is an insurgency to use for their own ends. For now, their ends and ours are the same, but it won’t always be that way.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What happens when our ends aren’t the same anymore?”
 
   His father’s eyes narrowed and he looked around to see who was listening. “Then we’ll have to fight the bastards,” he said in a whisper.
 
   “How the hell can we manage something like that?”
 
   His father smiled. “The Juttari have ruled us for over five hundred years, yet that rule is slowly coming to an end. When the Juttari are gone we’ll have the Diakans. The day will come when that too will come to an end. It might take us a few hundred years more, but we will find a way.” He grabbed Jon’s hand and squeezed it like a vice, his eyes intense. “We will be free. I swear to you, one day humans will be free.” He loosened his grip on Jon’s hand and said, “I only regret that I won’t be alive to see it.”
 
   Jon said nothing in response. He had heard his father talk like this before. He had always believed him, but it all seemed like an abstract concept. Today, however, after his experiences with both the Juttari and the Diakans, his words became powerful and prophetic.
 
   “Don’t worry, father,” Jon said. “I’ll live to see it for you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 40
 
    
 
   “So what are we, like pirates or something?” said Sergeant Henderson, studying the chessboard.
 
   “No, not pirates. Ronin,” said Kevin, moving a bishop into an offensive position.
 
   “Ronin?”
 
   “Yeah, they were Japanese warriors called samurai.”
 
   “Samurai?”
 
   “Samurai were expert swordsman. Trained their whole lives for war.”
 
   “We don’t use swords, Chief. We use ion blades.”
 
   “I know, but it’s not about the weapons.”
 
   “True. We use energy weapons and rail guns too.”
 
   “Are you listening to me?”
 
   “Sure, Chief,” said Henderson, and moved out a knight to threaten Kevin’s bishop.
 
   “Okay, so these samurai, they all owed their lives to a lord. Everything they did was for him, and he could even make a samurai commit suicide.”
 
   “Why the fuck would he do that?”
 
   “I don’t know. It had something to do with honor and this code they all followed.”
 
   “You’re not selling me on this, Chief. Just saying.”
 
   Kevin moved his bishop safely away from the threatening knight. “So these Ronin were samurai, but they didn’t have a lord.”
 
   “No shit. I wonder why?” Henderson said sarcastically. “But I still don’t get it.”
 
   Kevin smiled. “The Juttari don’t control the Chaanisar anymore. Without the Juttari they’re not really Chaanisar anymore, are they?”
 
   Henderson took Kevin’s bishop with his own bishop and said, “You’re saying the Chaanisar are like these samurai, and the Juttari were like their lords. The Juttari don’t control them anymore, so now they’re Ronin. Right?”
 
   “That’s right,” said Kevin, moving out his queen to threaten Henderson’s attacking bishop.
 
   “Okay, that makes sense. What about us? Why are we Ronin?”
 
   “Can we go back home?”
 
   “No, not after what happened on the Hermes with the Diakans.”
 
   “If we go back the Diakans will make sure they fry our asses.”
 
   “Like a lord making some poor bastard commit suicide,” said Henderson, moving his knight forward forking Kevin’s king and queen. “Check.”
 
   Kevin leaned back in his chair, scratching his head and said, “Damn.”
 
   “So we’re Ronin,” said Henderson.
 
   “Yeah,” said Kevin, looking up at him from the chessboard. “Then there’s the Reivers.”
 
   “Well shit, they were Ronin all along.”
 
   Kevin laughed. “They were, weren’t they?”
 
   “Every last one of those people is a warrior. It’s your move by the way.”
 
   “I know,” said Kevin, looking back down at the chessboard. Shaking his head he moved his king away.
 
   Henderson smiled, and took Kevin’s queen.
 
   “The Captain is onto something with this,” Kevin said. “We’re three crews on one ship. None of us can go back to where we came from. Why not work together? Become one crew? The only way we can do that is if we make something new.”
 
   “I like it, Chief.”
 
   “Good,” said Kevin, and took Henderson’s knight with his bishop. “Speaking of the Reivers, are they ready to go?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   Kevin nodded. “Well, they’re going to have to be. We’ll be jumping back to New Byzantium soon.”
 
   “They’re ready, Chief,” said Henderson, and moved his queen across the board. “Checkmate.”
 
   Kevin studied the board for a possible escape. When he realized there was none he knocked over his king. “Good game.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 41
 
    
 
   “How are you doing?” asked Jon, over the combat suit’s comm unit.
 
   “I’m fine,” lied Breeah, trying to hide the nervousness she felt.
 
   As if reading her mind, her father said, “Fear not, child. We will be on the surface before you know it.”
 
   Of that she had no doubt. She simply wondered if they would have to peel her body off the pavement. Would any part of her even make it to the planet’s surface, or would she disappear in a fireball while entering the atmosphere? Jon had explained how the suit would shield her from the intense heat. How it would create an electromagnetic field that would protect her. He said he had done this many times before, and never had a problem. None of it helped.
 
   She was going to jump out of a spaceship in low orbit relying only on a suit of armor for protection. For all her training, nothing had prepared her for something like this. She would do it. Of that there was no question. But she couldn’t shake off her anxiety about it.
 
   She took the few minutes they had before insertion to try and find her center. She focused on her breathing, taking deep breaths down into her diaphragm. Slowly the tension eased and her anxiety began to dissipate. She looked around the hangar bay and couldn’t help feeling impressed by the military presence assembled. The bay was practically filled with armored soldiers waiting to dive into action. There were even three monstrous looking mechs. The sight helped to settle her nerves further. She certainly wasn’t in this alone.
 
   The message, “Prepare for insertion,” flashed across her HUD. The countdown began. In less than one minute they would jump out of the hangar bay.
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Jon, over her comm unit. “I’ll find you on the ground.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, feeling a little nauseous. The breathing worked for a moment, but with the countdown the anxiety returned, albeit somewhat subdued. The numbers ticked away and she felt excitement take hold. Adrenalin coursed through her body. I’m about to jump out of a spaceship, she thought. This is amazing! 
 
   The numbers on her HUD ran down to the single digits. 
 
   Five. Four. Three. Two. One.
 
   Here we go.
 
   The soldiers at the front, all Chaanisar, broke into a run diving through the invisible containment field protecting the hanger bay. It was an impressive sight. No less impressive were the two giant mechs that followed. She felt the floor shudder with each step as they ran toward the opening. And then they too were gone, into the void. Next was her group. The Marines would jump third, with their own mech, completing the imposing armored phalanx.
 
   The rows of soldiers in front of her disappeared. Her turn had come. She swallowed hard and broke into a run. The speed the combat suit bestowed still surprised her, and she reached the opening faster than she anticipated. Her father had always taught her that fear was normal. That there was no shame in fear, but that it was how one reacted to it that mattered. He taught her to confront fear, and to combat the debilitating instinct to freeze, or flee. She confronted her fears now and dove head first into the empty blackness of space.
 
   Only the blackness wasn’t all that empty. Directly in front of her New Byzantium filled her field of vision. She hung in space briefly, awed by the immense beauty of the planet. Below her, dozens of asteroids streaked down to the surface. In reality, they were soldiers entering the atmosphere. Her own suit surged forward, and she herself raced toward the atmosphere. 
 
   Her suit had been modified for orbital entry, and that modification included jets, which began to fire. She moved at dizzying speed, and hit the atmosphere in seconds. She squeeze her eyes shut, but realized that her HUD had gone black, protecting her from the blinding fireball that must be enveloping her. Her HUD displayed statistics regarding her suit’s integrity, but the stat that fascinated her was the one relaying the external temperature the electromagnetic field endured. She morbidly wondered at what temperature the field would fail, incinerating her.
 
   It didn’t happen. She pierced the atmosphere without incident and continued to streak down toward the planet surface. Her HUD came to life, revealing her surroundings. She wished it hadn’t. The shock of seeing the surface rushing up was so overwhelming that she barely kept from vomiting in her suit. Her jets pivoted on her back and fired short bursts to reorient her body. She now fell feet first, rather than head first, still at mind boggling speeds.
 
   It’s not going to stop in time, she thought, as the ground rushed up at her. I’m going to die. Her heart pounded. She wanted to close her eyes. She saw Anki’s face and wished she could be with her one more time. Breeah trusted Darla to look after her and knew Anki was in good hands. But what would life be like for her? Would she be happy? Would she have children of her own? 
 
   When her jets fired again she didn’t believe they would be enough. The ground was too close. Surely they had passed the point where the jets could slow her descent enough to land safely. But their power stunned her. The force made her stomach lurch and her vision blurred. She knew she would vomit this time. Nothing she could do would stop it. Her combat suit surprised her again. Recognizing her physiological distress, it instantly injected her with an anti-nauseant. It worked. She regained herself and her vision cleared up enough to see herself land safely on the surface.
 
   Though she survived the landing, it didn’t take long for her to realize that the situation wasn’t safe. She recognized the sound of weapon fire and dropped to a crouch. She shouldered her weapon and scanned her surroundings. Confusion arose as soldiers continued to land and everyone scrambled to get their bearings. Following the sound of the weapon fire, she spotted the two giant mechs. They blazed brilliantly as their weapon systems unleashed a frightening firestorm at the unseen enemy. Missiles flew from one of them. Breeah looked up into the sky to see the missiles home in on an enemy fighter, obliterating it.
 
   She was awestruck at the number of soldiers racing out of the sky toward the surface. She realized with growing horror that they were taking fire. She’d been lucky. She now understood the reason for the nauseating speed of descent. It made them harder to hit. They were already very small targets. Their velocity made anything other than a lucky shot unlikely. 
 
   Another fighter appeared in the sky. This was the real danger. A fighter could easily pick off the falling soldiers. A volley of missiles from the two mechs ensured that it didn’t have a chance, turning the fighter into a white hot aerial fireball.
 
   “Breeah,” her father’s voice came in over her comm unit.
 
   “Yes, father.”
 
   “To your left.”
 
   She saw soldiers positioned there. Her HUD identified them. Reivers. “I see you,” she said, breaking into a run. She cleared the distance without incident, quickly found her father and took cover beside him.
 
   “Did you enjoy your flight down?”
 
   “Yes, father. I laughed the whole way.”
 
   She heard an uncharacteristic chuckle from her father. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself,” he said. “Now it’s time to get some work done.”
 
   “Yes, father. Of course.”
 
   “The Chaanisar have done an excellent job of securing the landing zone, but as you can see we still face resistance. We will advance on the enemy and secure the left flank.”
 
   “I understand,” said Breeah.
 
   “Good,” he said, and then addressed the rest of the Reivers. “Advance.”
 
   Several Reivers broke into a run while the rest provided covering fire. When they found cover, more Reivers followed. They continued these steps, steadily leapfrogging ahead. Breeah ran for a bullet ridden vehicle. Fragments of pavement flew up in front of her. Someone was shooting at her. She ran faster than she thought possible and stayed a step ahead of the gunfire.
 
   Crouched behind the vehicle she could hear the pinging of bullets hitting the other side. The pings stopped. Had the shooter moved on to an easier target? She raised her weapon to see if anyone would shoot at it. Nothing. She poked her head up, shouldered her weapon, aimed in the direction of the enemy and pulled the trigger. Bolts of blue burst forth, mingling with the fire from the others. No return fire. The next wave of Reivers advanced. That drew a response.
 
   Enemy fire ripped into one of the Reivers as he ran. His suit absorbed the hits but their impact slowed the Reiver down, making him a more prominent target. Breeah saw on her HUD that his suit’s integrity was dropping. She struggled to find the shooter, and located the source of the fire. It came from one of the buildings. The shooter fired through a window, but was positioned well inside the room, not providing much of a target.
 
   She fired into the window without success. The fire continued and the Reiver fell. Breeah watched in horror as the bullets strafed the fallen man, and his life signs hit critical levels. The shooter targeted another soldier, likely assuming the fallen Reiver was dead. She had to move now. Bolting from her position, she ran toward the shooter’s building. She’d made it halfway before the shooter realized what she was trying. When he did, he targeted Breeah.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 42
 
    
 
   She stumbled as the bullet caught her leg. At the speed she ran, a stumble was not easily corrected and she crashed into the ground. Bullets pinged off her suit and she checked her HUD. Her suit’s integrity had already dropped by twenty percent. 
 
   Breeah jumped to her feet and took off again. This time she ran in a random zig-zag pattern, trying to make herself a harder target to hit. She heard the bullets sail by her. She managed to reach the building without taking another hit. 
 
   She burst through the entrance and raced toward the window. She spied a door and felt sure the shooter was hiding in the room behind it. She kicked open the door and stepped aside. Bullets instantly strafed the doorway. Analyzing the gunfire, she identified the shooter’s location. When the shooting paused she rushed into the room, weapon firing. A uniformed woman returned fire, but missed. She didn’t wear any armor, making Breeah’s fire lethal. Blue energy bolts burned through her chest, then face. Her weapon dropped and she fell to her knees. Pausing briefly, Breeah had a clear view of the smoldering corneas the energy bolts had left behind. The woman then fell to the floor.
 
   Breeah caught her breath and then ran out of the room and back onto the street. The Reivers continued to push forward. She joined them. It seemed as though the other side was retreating. Perhaps they were the only troops close enough to deal with the landing. 
 
   The Reivers chased the defenders down a narrow street. Breeah targeted one of the men and squeezed off a couple of rounds. One missed, but the second crashed into his back, dropping him onto his face. They had been successful, so far. Then the ground began to vibrate like a beating drum. Breeah slowed in time to see two giant mechs running down the street, straight for them. 
 
   The line of Reivers stopped in their tracks. Without wasting a moment they all laid down a wave of energy bolts. The mechs were unphased, maintaining their pace. They opened fire into the column of Reivers, toppling them like dominos, the huge rounds heavily damaging their combat suits. 
 
   Breeah found cover behind the corner of the nearest building. Poking out her energy weapon, she opened fire at the behemoths. The mechs slowed as they reached the fallen line, taking their time to mop up the remaining Reivers.
 
   “Get out of there,” said her father over her comm.
 
   Large chunks of the building began to hit her suit as one of the mechs targeted her position.
 
   “I can’t,” she said, clinging to the wall, making herself as small as possible.
 
   She felt the ground shudder underneath her and heard the stomping sound of giant metal feet. To her horror she realized the sound was getting louder. The mech was coming to finish her off.
 
   She then remembered the powerful grenades stored in her suit. She released one from its clip and tossed it out at the coming mech. A frightful explosion followed. As the shockwaves dissipated she peeked out from around the corner. The mech was stumbling backward. Was it hurt? Disoriented? Breeah let loose a barrage of fire for good measure, but it didn’t fall. Energy bolts hit it from behind, causing it to whip around and return fire with one of its giant guns. The assault from behind was easily suppressed. It then turned its attention back to Breeah.
 
   She ducked back behind the wall as more heavy rounds crashed into it. Soon the wall wouldn’t provide much protection at all, but she figured the mech would reach her before that. The ground shook as the footsteps resumed. Out of options she grabbed another grenade. If she threw enough she might be able to kill the thing. A grenade in both hands, she prepared to throw.
 
   She hit the ground as more heavy weapon fire erupted, but the wall didn’t break apart as she expected. The munitions must be coming from a different direction. The street beside her exploded in a deafening symphony of explosive rounds. Oh no, she thought. More mechs. 
 
   But what were they shooting at? She decided to risk a look and peered around the corner. She saw the two enemy mechs, but their guns were firing erratically. They were taking a considerable amount of fire. She swung around to see the two Chaanisar mechs charging up the street, guns blazing. The Chaanisar rounds pounded the enemy mechs, penetrating their armor and launching huge metal shards into the air like flying guillotines. The mech that had been coming for her staggered a few steps, spun around once, and crashed into the ground only a few meters from her position. The other mech resembled a giant drunk attempting to remain standing, then collapsed in a heap.
 
   The two Chaanisar mechs strode up the street and inspected the fallen machines. Breeah warily came out from behind the wall and scanned her surroundings. The street filled with soldiers as the Reivers advanced again.
 
   Jon’s voice came through on her comm. “Breeah, are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine. Where are you?”
 
   “I just hit the ground a few minutes ago. Stay with the mechs. I’m coming to your location now.”
 
   Eyeing the two giants that saved her life, Breeah had no problem staying right where she was.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 43
 
    
 
   Colonel Bast stood on the bridge of what was now known as the Ronin. Prime Minister Sallas stood beside him. The last of the ground assault force had just jumped out of the hangar bay. On the viewscreen he watched the battle taking place in a higher orbit between the coup forces and General Calledonius. The coup forces had more ships, but Calledonius had a carrier. Normally the only carrier would be a big advantage, but in this situation the extra ships would offset it.
 
   As he watched a coup destroyer broke away from the group and headed toward them. Since the coup forces were larger than the forces of General Calledonius, they felt they could spare one of their ships. They were fools. Fools for sending only one ship, and fools to destroy each other in this ridiculous civil war. The destroyer opened fire and hit the Ronin with an energy blast. The ship shuddered and Bast accessed his tactical display. The ship’s armor held.
 
   “Prepare to jump,” said Bast. “Place us directly above the attacking destroyer’s stern.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   The destroyer fired into open space as the Ronin disappeared. They landed as expected, just above the destroyer’s stern.
 
   “Fire all weapons,” said Bast.
 
   Energy weapons and rail guns hammered the coup destroyer, while missiles raced toward it, homing in on their targets. The coup destroyer returned fire, but it had clearly been caught off guard. The missiles struck causing explosions and hull breaches throughout the enemy ship. Dozens of people streamed out of the gashes and into the certain death of space.
 
   Sallas looked horrified. 
 
   “This is war, Prime Minister,” said Bast. “These are the people who overthrew your government, and who now attack us.”
 
   “I understand war, Colonel. It is just very wasteful.”
 
   “Of that we both agree.”
 
   “Most of those casualties are just people following orders. They do not necessarily support the coup. Yet they are the ones dying for it.”
 
   Bast nodded in agreement and looked back to the viewscreen. The destroyer still returned fire but began to list. The next wave of missiles would finish it off. “Do not destroy the enemy ship,” he ordered. “Target weapons and propulsion only. I want it disabled, but not destroyed.”
 
   “Thank you, Colonel,” said Sallas.
 
   “I see no need for further loss of life on that vessel,” said Bast. “You are correct, Prime Minister. Those soldiers are following orders, and they’ll be needed after this civil war is over. Why kill good men and women unnecessarily?”
 
   The Ronin began picking off the destroyer’s turrets and took out the ship’s propulsion system. In short order the threat was eliminated, but the ship itself had not been destroyed. It merely floated helplessly in space.
 
   Bast turned his attention back to the raging space battle. “Your General Calledonius is not doing well,” said Bast, almost to himself.
 
   “Do you think he will be defeated?” Sallas said in a worried tone.
 
   “Most definitely. He is outnumbered and outgunned. His forces fight bravely, but the odds are against him.”
 
   “Then all is lost,” said Sallas, lowering his head in defeat.
 
   “Nothing is lost.”
 
   Sallas looked up at Bast and said, “I don’t understand. You just said the odds are against him.”
 
   “I did, but I intend to even them. Helm, jump us directly above the last coup destroyer on the right flank. Get us as close as you can without colliding. Once landed, initiate a second jump one light day away.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” said the helmsman.
 
   The Ronin jumped, landing on the far side of the coup armada, practically on top of a coup destroyer. The destroyer was busy firing on Calledonius’s ships and hadn’t noticed the ship hovering above it. That would soon change, but it would be too late. The Ronin jumped again landing one light day away, in empty space. The destroyer had tagged along and remained directly beneath the Ronin.
 
   “What just happened?” said Sallas, a bewildered look on his face.
 
   The ship shook as the destroyer opened fire. “Jump us back to our original position in low orbit around New Byzantium,” ordered Bast, and in seconds they were orbiting the planet again. Bast turned to Sallas and said, “Our jump system works in part by creating a field around our ship, similar to a FTL bubble. We discovered that the field can be stretched around other objects in very close proximity to our position. When close enough, the other object, in this case the destroyer, makes the jump with us.”
 
   “That’s incredible,” said Sallas, looking awestruck.
 
   “The destroyer will no doubt plot a course to return to the battle, but that will take some time, even at FTL speeds. The battle will be over by the time it returns.”
 
   “That’s brilliant,” said Sallas. “But can removing one ship from the battle turn the tide?”
 
   “Actually, we have removed two ships from the battle, Prime Minister. But perhaps we should tip the odds a little further in our favor,” said Bast. “Helm, repeat the maneuver, but this time land above the last ship on the left flank. On your second jump take us one light day away in the opposite direction.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” said the helmsman.
 
   They jumped, landing just behind the warship on the far left flank. As before, the enemy ship didn’t notice them until they jumped again. They landed one light day away and the Ronin jumped back to low orbit around New Byzantium. Seconds after landing the ship shook under the weight of enemy fire.
 
   “It seems our friends do not like playing our little game,” said Bast. “Helm, repeat the maneuver. Target a ship near the center now. For the second jump take us to a different location from the other two.”
 
   They started taking fire within seconds of landing. 
 
   “They’re adapting,” Bast explained. “They know we have a delay between jumps. It gives them time to locate us.”
 
   They jumped again and landed in a different region of space, again one light day away.
 
   “Helm, jump us back outside the armada’s weapons range,” said Bast.
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “No point in taking unnecessary damage.”
 
   “Sounds reasonable,” said Sallas.
 
   They landed and Sallas said, “That’s four ships. Is that enough?
 
   “It’s better, but we can try a little harder I think.”
 
   The Ronin performed the tactic three more times, taking each ship to different locations. They succeeded in removing a total of seven warships from the battle, significantly degrading the coup’s effectiveness. The tactic came at a cost, however, as the coup fleet continued to adapt. The Ronin now took heavy fire each time it jumped into the armada’s ranks. Bast knew that the tactic had been used up and it was time to change.
 
   “Randomize our jumps,” said Bast. “The only thing I want constant is that we land at the edge of our weapon’s range. Focus on one target at a time. Time the jumps so we have enough time to fire two volleys at the enemy before we jump again.”
 
   “Isn’t it better to keep jumping ships away?” asked Sallas.
 
   “They have adapted to the tactic. We have to jump into their ranks which allows them to hit us hard. Now we have to adapt. By keeping our distance it will be harder for the enemy to locate us, and even when they do, by the time they target us we will have already fired and jumped away. Since they cannot jump we can continue to harass them, diminishing their effectiveness.”
 
   “Does that mean General Calledonius will win?”
 
   “Perhaps. The odds are certainly more even now, and we will continue to help. The rest is dependent on the ground assault. Unfortunately, while we are engaging the coup fleet, we cannot support our soldiers on the ground.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 44
 
    
 
   The battle thundered in the distance, and Jon knew they were getting close. They were encountering stiffer resistance as they advanced, and had to deal with more entrenched forces. Fighters attacked in increasing numbers too. Their three mechs effectively dealt with most of them, but the odd fighter still managed to break through and strafe their ranks. The moved in three columns with one mech each, advancing down three parallel roads. Up ahead the sky blazed with the flashes and explosions of battle.
 
   He had ensured that Breeah was okay when he landed, but had to leave her to command his own men. Breeah fought with the Reivers, who were commanded by Jonas, her father. Jon commanded the Hermes Marines, and Lieutenant Jarvi commanded the Chaanisar. The best he could do was to have Breeah’s vitals and suit statistics displayed on his HUD. Of course, he could also communicate with her if necessary. But his responsibility right now was to his men. 
 
   “Fighters,” yelled Henderson. 
 
   Jon looked up to see a squadron of fighters streaking across the sky towards them. His mech responded instantly with missiles streaking off its back up into the sky to greet the fighters. Anti-aircraft missiles were also launched by the two other mechs as well. The fighters broke formation and immediately launched countermeasures. To Jon’s dismay, the first missiles were already going after the decoys. 
 
   The mechs continued launching missiles and the fighters launched more countermeasures, but they were also streaking down to attack their positions.
 
   “Take cover,” ordered Jon, and his men scrambled to get out from the open street.
 
   The fighters didn’t try and strafe the soldiers this time, however. Instead they targeted Jon’s mech, firing missiles of their own at it. The mech broke into a run and launched its own countermeasures. As it ran it continued firing anti-aircraft missiles, but also turned its massive guns toward the sky. The mech’s torso swiveled around furiously as it targeted the attacking aircraft. Its guns blazed into action spewing forth blinding white light as it fired a torrent of heavy ordnance into the sky.
 
   The countermeasures proved to be somewhat effective against the missiles, but they did nothing against the powerful mech guns. Between the missiles and its guns, the mech successfully shot several fighters out of the sky, but more came.
 
   “Chan, Reynolds, Burke, Patel. Support that mech!” said Jon.
 
   “Yes, Sir,” said the men and sprang into action. Their team was equipped with handheld anti-aircraft weapons. The weapons fired smart projectiles which behaved almost like missiles, but were intended for use against lower flying attacking aircraft instead. 
 
   The four men shouldered their weapons and let loose a rapid fire barrage against the attacking fighters. As each aircraft swooped down to engage the mech the Marines backed it up so that the fighter had to face four anti-aircraft guns instead of just one.
 
   The other two mechs now ran into Jon’s street firing their own guns into the sky, along with their missiles. A fighter coming in for a close assault was shredded by the combined firepower and lost control, crashing into a nearby building and breaking apart, spraying the street with hundreds of smaller pieces. The fighter fragments turned into shrapnel, causing Jon to duck as a large shard narrowly missed his head.
 
   Lifting his head he heard something coming not from the sky, but from the ground. “Shit,” he muttered, and yelled out to his men, “Tanks!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 45
 
    
 
   At the top of the street a group of four hover tanks glided in. They came to a stop and swiveled their massive barrels into position.
 
   “Incoming!” Jon shouted as their long guns exploded into action. 
 
   The shells crashed into the first mech, knocking it backward. Its machinery moaned as the mech toppled to the ground. The hatch in the mech’s belly opened as the Chaanisar pilot crawled out. The man’s helmet had retracted and he had obviously been wounded. He struggled to get to his feet only to collapse. He was in no position to pilot the mech. One of the Marines seized the man pulling him off the street to safety.
 
   “I have a mech pilot down,” Jon said over his comm to Lieutenant Jarvi. “I am taking control of the mech. Repeat, I am taking control of the mech.”
 
   “Do you know how to operate a Chaanisar mech?” said Lieutenant Jarvi.
 
   Jon took off running toward the fallen metal giant. “How hard can it be?” said Jon.
 
   “Captain, you can sync up your combat suit with the mech. It will make operation much simpler. Use the access point located on the back of the suit’s neck.”
 
   “Understood,” said Jon, reaching the downed behemoth. He climbed into the open cockpit, sitting securely in the pilot’s chair and connected his suit. His HUD instantly came to life with a myriad of new information. A diagnostics display flashed on his visor and he noted some system damage. The integrity of the suits armor had been drastically diminished. Nonetheless, it was nothing that couldn’t be bypassed.
 
   As Jon gripped the mech’s twin joysticks another overlay appeared, showing him what each stick did and what options he had at his disposal. Upon activation the cockpit door closed. With a loud metallic bang the door locked into place. Accessing the arms and legs Jon maneuvered the joysticks to stand the beast up. It turned out to be harder than he thought. 
 
   He had piloted mechs before and had received some training on Juttari models, but that was some time ago. Besides, it wasn’t so much how the controls worked, as it was having an experienced hand. Indeed, Jon discovered to his dismay that a slight nudge in the wrong direction could send the mech tumbling forward. Attempting to right the fall he overcompensated, and crashed harder still.
 
   While Jon struggled, the other two mechs had wheeled around, shifting their focus from the fighters to the tanks, and charged. The two giants raced down the street, firing their heavy guns at the armored beasts. Remarkably the anti-aircraft missiles continued to stream off their backs into the sky.
 
   The tanks responded by breaking formation. They went wide and rushed in to fight the mechs. Jon was getting the feel for the mech controls and was able to get the giant up onto its feet. The mech’s cameras piped a video feed of the street to Jon’s HUD. He realized that he could access a multitude of views in any direction. His focus remained on the tanks. Watching them rush in he could see they were trying to encircle the two other mechs. The mechs had other plans.
 
   The lead tank took the brunt of the initial mech onslaught. The large shells hit the tank but its armor withstood much of the attack. But not enough. Fissures started appearing in its armor and it changed direction. It tried to move the weakened part away from the mechs, but the giants were too close.
 
   A mech leapt into the air sailing over the weakened tank, pummeling it with its guns from above. The mech hit the ground. The tank tried to swing its giant gun around toward it, but didn’t have enough time. The mech stepped into the tank, inside the length of the gun, denying it a target. From close range it pointed its guns directly at the fissure and fired. The mech sprang away just as the tank exploded.
 
   The other tanks fired. The mech danced, jumped and rolled. The tank shells pummeled the surrounding buildings. Walls collapsed as the buildings began to crumble. Jon hoped no one was left inside. 
 
   Jon’s HUD lit up with a warning. More fighters flew into range. He accessed his ant-aircraft system, to find it offline. The message asked him if he wanted it back online. Goddamnit, thought Jon, “Affirmative!” A grid flashed on his display indicating the aerial targets, accompanied by a warning to take defensive action. Another message indicated the anti-aircraft system was restarting.
 
   “Chan, I hope you guys have those bogeys.”
 
   “We see them, Sir,” said Chan.
 
   “Keep them off me, my anti-air missiles are offline.”
 
   “Leave it to us, Captain.”
 
   Each second Jon waited felt like hours. It shouldn’t take this long to come online, he thought. Had the shells damaged the system permanently? He had climbed into a nice big shiny target for those fighters to shoot down. Ahead, the two mechs kept the remaining tanks occupied. He developed a newfound respect for mech pilots, as they jumped, rolled and danced through the battlefield.
 
   On his grid one of the fighters disappeared as his men took it down. But there were more coming. As good as his Marines were, he didn’t know if they could handle the rest with just their handheld weapons. 
 
   His HUD flashed a new message, ‘Anti-Aircraft System Online’. Finally. Another message followed, asking Jon to select between ‘Manual’ and ‘Automatic’. Jon yelled, “Automatic, you stupid machine!” Suddenly crosshairs appeared on the aerial targets on his grid, and he felt a hard, fast push from behind as his missiles streaked into the sky.
 
   One by one the fighters blinked off his display. “Outstanding,” he said to himself, moving his attention to the tanks. The mechs were doing well and had incapacitated a second tank, leaving two. Jon felt it was high time he joined in the fray. He switched to his gun display and the onboard tracking system immediately identified the enemy tanks as potential targets. He isolated one, and opened fire.
 
   The tanks had disregarded Jon’s mech, focusing only on the two with which they were currently engaged. Jon’s attack must have come as a surprise. His shells struck the tank’s heavy armor plating and its big gun quickly spun around toward Jon.
 
   “Shit,” said Jon. He manipulated the controls. The mech move sideways, laying down continuous fire. The barrel seemed glued to him and matched his movement. Shells hit the tank from its side shifting its focus off Jon. One of the other mechs had taken the distraction Jon provided to charge in on the tank, blasting the turret at point blank range.
 
   The combined mech attack proved lethal and its turret popped high up into the air as it imploded, its own ammunition tearing it to pieces.
 
   All three mechs were now free to focus on the last tank. Recognizing its plight, it moved to retreat. The mech’s gave chase, battering it as it fled. Jon thought this a perfect time to try his hand at running. He transitioned from a walk, to a jog, then a run. His mech hit the top of the street at blistering speed. The two other mechs had cut off the tank’s escape and hammered it until it popped like a birthday balloon. Jon had other problems.
 
   He raced straight for a building. He knew he couldn’t stop, so he changed direction, turning the corner to the adjoining street. He finally managed to slow the mech enough to come to a full stop at the top of the next street. He looked down to see the Chaanisar approaching.
 
   “Any problems operating our mech, Captain?” said Lieutenant Jarvi.
 
   “Problems? You kidding? It’s like riding a bike,” said Jon.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 46
 
    
 
   Explosions rocked the warship. The concussions began at the stern and followed a straight path to the bow, tearing the vessel apart. The fighters that had swarmed it were already moving off to their next target when it blew apart, belching machinery and people into the void.
 
   “This needs to stop,” said Sallas, horrified by the persistent loss of life. What had started as a power play by General Juneau had now turned into an ugly struggle, where soldiers loyal to New Byzantium were being slaughtered mercilessly.
 
   “I agree,” said Colonel Bast. “Soon you won’t have any military left.” In the short time Sallas had known Bast, he had found he could trust him. Bast had taken special care not to take lives needlessly. The tactic of jumping ships away to even the odds was brilliant. All those ships, and their soldiers, remained unharmed. Bast’s steady harassment of the coup fleet had helped to turn the tide of the battle. Now, General Calledonius had a clear advantage.
 
   Calledonius commanded his fleet from on board the massive carrier. The coup fleet had lost their numerical advantage. Now, the carrier’s speedy fighters tipped the scales. Calledonius ordered a group of cruisers to flank the coup fleet while his fighters wreaked havoc. The fighters were fast, numerous and difficult to hit. If the coup ships ignored them, they could swarm vessels at will and finish them off. Alternatively, if the fleet tried to engage the fighters, Calledonius could maneuver his larger warships more effectively. With the cruisers completing their flanking maneuver, the noose was tightening around the coup armada.
 
   “Colonel Bast, can you please hail the coup fleet,” said Sallas.
 
   Bast looked to his communications officer and ordered, “Hail the enemy fleet.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   They watched the viewscreen and waited for a response. They had halted jumping maneuvers. The coup fleet were already overwhelmed with General Calledonius. A grid was displayed on one corner of the viewscreen, with markers indicating the various ships in both fleets and their position. It allowed for a bird’s eye view of the battle. Sallas saw that the cruisers had succeeded in their flanking maneuver and were concentrating fire on the isolated ships. 
 
   Already the coup ships were moving to try and shore up their left flank, but the damage had was done. They would lose several ships before they had any hope of countering the maneuver. They would weaken at key points and their line would soon collapse. How many more ships would be destroyed in the process? How many more lives would be lost? At last a response arrived to Sallas’s hail.
 
   A man who looked to be in his early forties appeared on the screen. Sallas didn’t recognize the man and wondered how he could not take notice of a man with this much influence. “This is Colonel Frank. Are you offering your surrender, Prime Minister?”
 
   “My surrender? Are you joking?” said Sallas.
 
   “Do you detect humor in my face?”
 
   “No, Colonel. I do not.” Sallas wondered if that hard face had ever cracked a smile. This had to be one of the so-called Colonels who took charge after Captain Pike killed General Juneau. “Colonel Frank, surely you must see that the battle is lost. Your surrender will avoid any more unnecessary casualties.”
 
   “I would rather die in battle,” said Colonel Frank.
 
   “It is not just your life you are giving, Colonel. You are condemning thousands to the same fate. What choice do they have in all this?”
 
   “Yes, choice. You are very fond of the concept, aren’t you? The men and women under my command have no need of your democracy. They are soldiers and they will follow orders. Even if those orders mean their deaths.”
 
   “Damn it Colonel, this is not about ideology. You’re talking about human lives. What will happen to your ideology when the Kemmar invade? How will we fight them with half our military destroyed?”
 
   “The Kemmar can be accommodated easily enough. Why would they invade us if we are agreeable?”
 
   Bast gestured to Sallas, asking for a turn to speak. Sallas nodded hoping he could make some headway, one Colonel to another.
 
   “This is Colonel Bast, of the heavy cruiser Ronin.”
 
   “Yes, the mysterious disappearing ship. You possess an astonishing technology.”
 
   “Colonel, I have faced the Kemmar in battle numerous times now, and I can assure you that they are coming. When they do, they will lay waste to your military and enslave your population. I’ve seen how they operate first hand.”
 
   “And yet you live,” said Frank suspiciously. “How is it that you’ve seen all this and yet live to tell the tale?”
 
   “You have seen my ship, have you not? You know its capabilities.”
 
   Frank nodded.
 
   “Colonel Frank, are you loyal to New Byzantium?”
 
   “Of course,” said Frank, pretending to be offended by the question.
 
   “Then you need to put aside your differences and prepare for the Kemmar, or New Byzantium will end up a Kemmar slave colony.”
 
   Frank stared back at Bast, contemplating Bast’s words. “Stand by,” he said finally, and the transmission ended.
 
   Bast turned to Sallas and said, “Do you think he will comply?”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Sallas.
 
   Sallas turned to the tactical display, cringing as the fighters swarmed another coup warship. A cruiser. How many souls were on board that ship? Why didn’t he know? He should know these things. Those people risked their lives for New Byzantium, at the very least he should know how many served on board.
 
   He watched as the broken cruiser spat more good men and women into the blackness of space. Hundreds of bodies. If Colonel Frank didn’t surrender, this would be a massacre. Hell, it was one already.
 
   “Sir, you are being hailed,” said the communications officer to Colonel Bast. “It is Colonel Frank.”
 
   “Proceed,” said Bast.
 
   Sallas looked over as Frank’s face appeared on Bast’s screen.
 
   “Colonel Bast,” said Frank. “I refuse to surrender to Prime Minister Sallas, or to General Calledonius.”
 
   “I am sorry to hear that,” said Bast, his face expressionless.
 
   “Colonel, you are a worthy opponent, and you strike me as an exceptional commander. It is for that reason that I am offering my fleet’s surrender to you.”
 
   “I see,” said Bast, his face emotionless. “In that case, I accept your surrender.”
 
   “Thank you, Colonel,” said Frank. “I am broadcasting this information to my fleet now. Please have General Calledonius cease his attack.”
 
   “You have my word,” said Bast.
 
   As surprised as Sallas was at the exchange, he couldn’t help but feel that there was an unspoken understanding between the two men.
 
   Colonel Frank produced a sidearm and said to Bast, “Good luck, Colonel.” He raised his sidearm, pointed it at his temple, and fired, blowing out the side of his skull.
 
   “No,” said Sallas, but it was all over. “Why would he do that?” Sallas asked Bast.
 
   “You would imprison him and force him to endure a humiliating public trial. For him this is preferable. He fought. He lost. His life is forfeit.”
 
   “Unbelievable,” muttered Sallas.
 
   “Prime Minister,” said Bast. “You need to contact General Calledonius immediately and have him halt his attacks.”
 
   “Yes,” said Sallas, still stunned by what he had witnessed. “Of course.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 47
 
    
 
   Jon’s mech crashed into a crowd of coup soldiers. His heavy guns blazed as he plowed through the line, tearing apart their soft flesh. Only a handful of coup soldiers wore any powered armor. The overwhelming majority either wore exoskeletons to augment their speed and strength, or nothing at all. Why wouldn’t all the soldiers be issued suits?
 
   When they reached the battlefield the coup forces had already repositioned some troops to guard their rear. Still, with General Calledonius’s troops pressing from the front, and the Ronin force attacking their rear, the coup soldiers were placed in a vice. The lack of powered armor would serve to multiply the effectiveness of the Ronin assault. However, the coup forces were entrenched and defeating them would mean a long, bloody fight.
 
   Some of the coup soldiers broke ranks at the sight of Jon’s mech. The rest stood their ground to shoot it out. While brave, it was foolish. They were merely an annoyance to Jon, who easily swatted them down with the mech’s guns. 
 
   “I expected more resistance than this,” said Kevin.
 
   “Their heavy weapons are probably deployed towards their front line,” said Jon.
 
   “Yeah, but they knew we were coming. They’ve sent tanks and fighters already. Why wouldn’t they reinforce their rear?”
 
   Suddenly Jon’s mech flew backwards, taking multiple powerful blasts. He stayed on his feet, but his HUD flashed a warning that the mech’s armor was below fifty percent. 
 
   “Looks like you just got your answer,” Jon said.
 
   He searched for the source as he scrambled for cover. The enemy had finally moved in heavier weapons. These were smaller and mobile. They had multiple legs like a caterpillar, a square base and a micro version of a tank’s turret. They appeared to be unmanned. But they were quick, and packed a powerful punch.
 
   One of the little beasts chased Jon, blasting him several times from behind. Jon lurched forward. Warnings flashed on his HUD. His armor was now at thirty five percent. Jon spun around and fired at the bot, but it scurried out of the way. He kept shooting. His turn to chase now. 
 
   It was fast, but so was Jon. He decimated a few of the tiny legs and it stumbled momentarily, righting itself quickly. 
 
   Jon ran after it, knowing it was a mistake. He fired again and it scrambled sideways, but swiveled its turret around and shot off several rapid rounds back at Jon.
 
   It scored direct hits and dropped the mech’s armor down to twenty percent. It fired again. Jon dove. He tucked and rolled. The bot continued firing, their roles again reversed. Jon came out of the roll and broke into a run.
 
   “Someone get that damn thing off my six,” he shouted.
 
   “Stand by,” said one of the Chaanisar mech pilots.
 
   Jon lunged for cover behind a wall and turned to fire on the bot as it rounded the corner. He saw a couple of its legs first, and then a flash as it was destroyed.
 
   “Target eliminated,” said the other mech pilot.
 
   “Thanks,” said Jon.
 
   “How many of these things are there?” said Kevin, falling back. “They’re everywhere.”
 
   Back on his feet, Jon saw that the bots were hitting the Ronin forces hard. They were being forced back, scrambling for cover, struggling to hold on. He looked to the Reiver contingent. They were fending off a group of the machines that had pushed their way into the Reiver ranks. He spotted Breeah. She was fighting hard. They all were, but they were being forced back nonetheless. To his horror, a couple of the bots had managed to get around behind them, cutting them off. They were going to be slaughtered.
 
   Jon surged into action. Taking off at a sprint he raced for the Reiver position. Reivers fell as the bots closed in. Jon targeted the machines behind the Reivers and opened fire. His guns pounding one of them until its armor gave way and it blew apart. He moved on to the second machine scoring direct hits. It swung its gun around toward Jon, who unphazed continued firing. Unable to get of a single shot, the bot exploded in a tornado of shrapnel and tiny legs.
 
   Reaching the Reivers Jon added the mech’s muscle to their effort. His guns fired incessantly, bursts of white flame accompanying the heavy ordnance.
 
   “Breeah, fall back. I’ll hold them off,” said Jon.
 
   Breeah didn’t respond. The Reivers did not retreat. They charged forward.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” said Jon.
 
   “Keep shooting,” said Breeah.
 
   The Reivers fanned out around the bots, throwing grenades and laying down fire. The multiple grenades exploded destroying another bot and surely damaging the others. Some moved their turrets, attempting to get a lock on the Reivers. Jon turned his focus to them, firing continuously. One by one they began to fall. It was working.
 
   A single bot kept Jon in its crosshairs. It fired. The blast caught the hip. The armor’s integrity fell to under five percent. Alarms invaded his HUD, as the hip joint gave out. The mech crashed sideways into the ground. He tried to get up, but the mech wouldn’t comply. His fears were confirmed in the diagnostics display. The mech’s hip joint had sustained heavy damage. It wouldn’t be moving again without major repairs.
 
   He had to get out of the metal giant. He accessed the controls to open the hatch. Nothing. He tried again. The hatch didn’t budge. He was trapped.
 
   “My hatch won’t open,” Jon said over his comm.
 
   The Reivers rallied to Jon’s position, encircling the prone mech. They formed a protective wall around the downed mech. With the mech lying on the ground, Jon couldn’t get a good view of anything. He tapped into Breeah’s combat suit and broadcast her feed to his HUD. It didn’t look good. 
 
   “Reivers, fall back,” he said.
 
   “Stand your ground,” ordered Jonas.
 
   “What are you doing?” shouted Jon. “Get the hell out of here.”
 
   “I am not under your command, Jon Pike.”
 
   “Goddamnit Jonas, there’s too many of them.”
 
   Jonas didn’t respond. Jon tried the hatch again. Nothing. He kicked at it. Still nothing. He checked Breeah’s video feed to find two bots closing in on her, turrets taking aim.
 
   “Breeah look out!” said Jon.
 
   He held his breath. His HUD was filled with a blinding flash of light. No. No. No. He thought. Please no. Filled with dread he called up Breeah’s vitals on his HUD. She couldn’t be dead. Probably just injured. They could fix that. They would fix that. 
 
   But she wasn’t dead. She was fine. What just happened? He went back to the video feed. It was clearing up. Just ahead now lay the charred remains of the attacking bots. The ground exploded with strafing fire from above and he watched more of the enemy go down.
 
   “Does anybody know what the hell is going on?” Jon broadcast.
 
   “The orbital battle is over,” said Lieutenant Jarvi over the commm. “The coup fleet has surrendered.”
 
   “Excellent,” said Jon, watching intently as the tide of battle began to turn. “Where did the fighters come from?”
 
   “They’re from General Calledonius’s carrier,” said Jarvi.
 
   Heavy ordnance fell from the sky. The light so blinding Jon had to look away. This last wave of fire didn’t come from a fighter. Either the Ronin, or one of Calledonius’s ships was contributing the weight of its guns to the battle. With orbital support, the Colonels had no hope, and Jon expected their surrender in short order. The battle for New Byzantium was over.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 48
 
    
 
   Colonel Bast stood in the Ronin’s sickbay waiting for Doctor Ellerbeck. He listened to the sounds of his ship and crew. Information from the ship’s systems streamed in front of his eyes, updating him on the state of the ship’s repairs and readiness. He heard the chatter of his crew. Several still used the brain chips for communication, and as their commanding officer, Bast could eavesdrop on any of that chatter.
 
   What would it be like without all that background noise? He had known nothing else since he had been a child. Soon it would all disappear. He would left with only his own thoughts. What would that quiet be like? Could he tolerate it? He didn’t know, but would soon find out. And that was the reason he would have his chip removed first. There were several risks associated with the procedure, and as the commander, he would take the risk first. If the procedure was found to be too dangerous, only he would suffer the consequences.
 
   The Ronin was a good ship with an excellent crew. Even more so now that they had joined forces with Captain Pike’s crew and the Reivers. The battle for New Byzantium had created a real bond. They were now truly united as one crew. 
 
   He had ordered the ship’s fabricators to create new uniforms for the entire crew. If they were going to be united, they needed to look the part. A new uniform would make everyone feel like they actually belonged. It would also help prevent any feelings of animosity. Juttari uniforms might encourage recriminations. Too many had suffered at the hands of the Juttari. The uniform had no place on this ship. Along with the new uniform, all Juttari symbols would be removed from the ship. The new symbol of the Ronin would be the official insignia.
 
   With Prime Minister Sallas back in power, New Byzantium became a trusted ally. The Ronin would maintain its independence, but work closely with Sallas, and General Calledonius. They made preparations for what many considered would be an inevitable attack. The Colonels who had led the coup were taken into custody. They soon confessed. They admitted that the coup was sponsored primarily by Franz Stumpf, CEO of Amboss Corporation, together with a few of the other corporations. They wanted to quash New Byzantium’s fledgling democracy, so that none of their populations got any ideas. Unfortunately, now that the cat was out of the bag, the corporations might decide to wage outright war against New Byzantium. Even without war, tensions would remain high. The Kemmar threat, though still distant, was an ever present danger. Whatever happened, New Byzantium needed to be ready.
 
   Prime Minister Sallas didn’t waste much time after taking office to propose the sharing of technology. In particular, he wanted the jump system. Of course, if there was one thing that could prepare them for the coming challenges, it was the jump system technology. Whether they would share the technology was another matter. 
 
   The door opened and Dr. Ellerbeck walked into the room, accompanied by two assistants. Bast hoped all the intelligence he had about her was true. She was the top human expert on alien medicine. She knew better than anyone else how the human body reacted to the introduction of alien technology. He knew if anyone could safely remove the brain chips, it was her.
 
   “Are you ready to begin, Colonel?” said Ellerbeck.
 
   “Yes, Doctor. I am eager to get started,” said Bast.
 
   Ellerbeck nodded, her blue eyes locked onto his. “Before we begin, I would like to remind you of the risks involved. There is no telling how your body will respond to the removal of the brain chip. Brain damage and death are very real possibilities. There is also the risk of psychological side effects.”
 
   “I understand the risks.”
 
   “As I’ve already told you, I’ve studied how these chips integrate with the brain, and I have extracted them before, but I’ve never removed one from a live patient.”
 
   “That will change once you remove my chip, Doctor. Afterwards, removing them from the rest of the crew should be much easier.”
 
   “This is your last chance to back out of the procedure, Colonel.”
 
   “No, I want the procedure, Doctor.”
 
   “Very well,” said Ellerbeck. “Then let’s begin.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Colonel Bast woke up he instantly felt that something was wrong. Something was missing. His stress levels started to climb as he struggled to determine the problem. Looking around he realized he was lying on a bed in the sickbay. Then he remembered that Dr. Ellerbeck was going to perform the procedure. He tried to lift his head to look around but couldn’t move. Why?
 
   “Take it easy,” said a woman’s voice. He instantly recognized as Ellerbeck.
 
   “I can’t move.”
 
   “The anesthetics. Your Juttari implants made you resistant to most standard anesthetics, so I had to use something more powerful. Unfortunately it will take a bit longer for it to leave your system.”
 
   “Doctor, something is wrong. Did something happen during the procedure?”
 
   “No. There were no complications. Your vitals are fine. What do you feel?”
 
   “Like a part of me is missing.”
 
   “We did just remove your brain chip. So, yes, a part of you is missing.”
 
   Bast began to calm down. He needed to think this through. The procedure was a success and there were no physical side effects. What else could it be? He attempted to run a diagnostic on himself, but couldn’t. The chip was gone. Then he realized what disturbed him. The quiet. The noises he was used to hearing on a daily basis were silenced.
 
   “It’s all gone,” he said, almost saddened by the realization. “Even things I didn’t notice anymore. Background noises. All gone. Everything is so quiet.”
 
   “Yes, that is a natural response. You’ve had all that noise in your head your whole life.”
 
   “The quiet is overwhelming.”
 
   “It’ll take some getting used to, but you will. Of that I am sure. If it’s any consolation, many people spend years trying to quiet their minds. Once you get used to it you might find that you like it.”
 
   Would he ever get used to it? He knew that it would be different, but had not expected to react this strongly to the silence in his mind. In truth, he realized that he missed not having instant access to the technology in his brain. The telepathic communication. The interfacing with the ship’s systems. He had taken it all for granted, and now it was gone forever. He knew it was the only way to secure freedom from the Juttari. He did not want to be a Juttari slave again. 
 
   He closed his eyes, feeling sleepy again. The effects of the anesthetic still taking their toll.
 
   “When will you begin operating on the rest of my crew?”
 
   “As soon as you are fully recovered and we’re sure you’re okay, we will start.”
 
   “I’m okay,” said Bast, and drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   Thanks for Reading!
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed the book please consider leaving a review at Amazon
 
    
 
   Stay tuned for Book 4 of The Pike Chronicles
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