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      My name is Deacon Gray, and twenty-nine years ago, on the day of my birth, no one would have predicted that I would be hurtling toward the earth in a ship designed to make me into a living weapon.

      Yet here I am.

      As the commander of ground forces on the NAF Adirondack, I had the honor of being on a ship testing a drive system that fell somewhere between science and a weapon. The Alcubierre Drive allowed our ship, a heavy cruiser with a crew of three hundred and fifty, to go into space so deep that we were off our charts.

      As we expected, space was black, empty, and far colder than the winters in Balk, Idaho, where I grew up with my eyes lifted to the spangle of limitless stars. In eleven years of service, I’d never felt such an intense disconnect from earth as when we left shiftspace and came to a hover near a distant blue star, its youthful light bathing us like a gem.

      “Bit different from solar orbit, sir,” I remarked. An ensign refilled my coffee as I stared at the enormous screen. There were three gas giants in the system, along with the usual clatter of comets and rocks. It was, in all, completely new. It was truly alien.

      “I never thought I’d say this, but the training was worth it.” Captain Whitaker’s voice was deep, resonant, and mellow. He never yelled. He didn’t frown. He was a fixed point on the bridge, with iron gray temples and the bearing of someone you could trust. I admired him in every way, and thanked my dumb luck at being under his command.

      We were a new arm of the service that would be the brass knuckles of the North American Federation. It was based around grunts using A.I. to make them the best killing machines the military could turn out. I slogged my way through Basic and moved into that program with reservation that faded when I saw the toys we would play with. My command was purely combat, with force projection left to the vicious weapons systems of the Adirondack.

      We’d been away from Earth for a month, which was just enough to test a kid from Idaho with the kind of boredom I’d known during school, prior to looking up and knowing that someday, I would be among the lights high above me.

      The Adirondack's current mission is her first one with the newly installed Alcubierre Drive. Her objective is simple—test and tune the drive to make sure it works like the eggheads think it will. Thus far, everything has gone well.

      Today is the last of our scheduled jumps to test the drive before finally heading home. Captain Whitaker has requested my presence on the bridge for it, so here I sit, drinking our excellent coffee and watching the stars spool past on our screens.

      After making myself look as sharp and befitting of my rank as I possible, I took my spot behind him opposite from the ship's XO, Linda Pearson. She was an excellent officer and acted as the captain’s shadow, keeping our ship in order during the stress of cutting-edge testing.

      Captain Joseph Whitaker sat in his command chair at the center of the NAF Adirondack's bridge. His fingers were steepled in front of him as he stared at the forward viewscreen, where the alien stars filled his vision.

      The new drive had lived up to the hype.

      It was far faster than anything else the North America Federation had in service. The Adirondack was, by standard drive speed, fifty-one days travel from Sol, but the new drive made the leap in minutes. It was one of several jumps the ship had made during its six-week shakedown cruise, intended to make the drive succeed or fail at the absolute finest tolerances known to humanity.

      The drive did not just work. It purred.

      With her last scheduled test jump completed, the Adirondack was ready to return home. Captain Whitaker and the rest of the crew were ready too. I knew my boys were ready to see their girls and mothers, taste some fast food, and throw back a few drinks. Everyone's nerves were frayed, but overall a sense of achievement and outright pride filled the ship’s corridors. The shakedown cruise had taken the ship across known space and even into several uncharted sectors; places where the stars were little more than rumors to our best probe data. On any map, we had gone into the place where dragons lurked. We found no dragons, but we did see columns of gas ten lights across, a storm that could swallow a star, and a cluster so hot it defied our measurements. It was space, in all the terrible glory we imagined.

      “That's it then, sir?” his XO, Linda Pearson, asked.

      Whitaker nodded, allowing himself a smile. It was hard earned, and he seemed to savor the small victory of a job well done. “Tell me about our drive.”

      “It should be fully recharged and operational again in less than five,” Pearson answered.

      I listened, fascinated with how things worked on the bridge of the Adirondack. It wasn't often I was invited to the bridge of a starship unless it had fallen into the hands of someone it shouldn't have, and I was there to mess them up big time.

      “Mister Hall, begin plotting for a jump back into the Sol System,” Whitaker ordered.

      “Yes sir.” Mister Hall acknowledged his order from the navigation console beside where Lieutenant Regina Page sat at the ship's helm.

      “I have to say I am more than a bit eager to get home, sir,” Pearson said.

      “I don't blame you, Pearson,” Captain Whitaker said, his voice warm. “I’m sure those nephews of yours are eager to have you back too.”

      I knew the two of them had served together long enough to have gotten to know each other outside of the fleet. Captain Whitaker was a career man like me. He had never made time for a wife and family. Pearson, like the captain, had never settled down either, but her civilian sister Shelly had.

      Shelly and her husband lived in Washington state and were the parents of three teen boys who all had their eyes on the navy as a career. Pearson was very proud of that, and Whitaker was sometimes forced to admit he was jealous of Pearson's family. In his eyes, she had it all.

      “The drive is back online, sir,” Fargo announced from the bridge's engineering station. “All systems green.”

      Captain Whitaker's smile grew. “Mister Hall?”

      “Jump point plotted sir,” Mister Hall answered.

      “Then take us home,” Captain Whitaker announced.

      I watched as Lieutenant Page activated the prototype drive and the NAF Adirondack blinked out of existence, disappearing from normal space. A fraction of a second later, the ship flashed into existence again just inside Mars orbit. As soon as she reappeared, Captain Whitaker's instincts must have told the old man that something was wrong because he leaned forward in his seat. I could see there was something up too. There was no slurry of shuttles and mining ships falling sunward with their crews and products. I recognized the stars on the forward view screen, but the quiet scan raised the hackles on my neck. Whitaker was an experienced officer. I would have trusted his judgment even if I hadn't gotten the same feeling. Before Captain Whitaker could shake off whatever he was feeling, I heard Ensign Sonja suck in a startled breath at her comms station.

      “What is it?” Captain Whitaker barked. He never lost his temper, but he was close just then. Seeing the old man so rattled made me worry.

      “Sir, I . . .” Sonja stammered. “It's the comms. I'm not picking up anything.”

      “What do you mean you're not picking up anything?” Captain Whitaker growled.

      “I'm not getting anything sir,” Sonja reported. “There's no comms chatter. Dead silence.”

      I flinched. What the fuck was this?

      “That's impossible.” Captain Whitaker glared at the young ensign. “Something has to be wrong with our network due to the drive stressors. Run a clear link and check for bounceback.”

      “I already have, sir,” Sonja said. “All systems green. There's nothing wrong with our gear.”

      Pearson was already moving toward the comms station. I kept my position through sheer force of will. I wanted to follow her but knew it wasn't my place to do so. Ensign Sonja got out of her seat and Pearson slid in like an old pro, immediately running a second test. Its results came up the same.  Frowning, Pearson spun in the seat to face the captain.

      “Ensign Sonja is correct, sir,” Pearson said. “There's no sign of any malfunction or jamming. There's just nothing out there to hear.”

      Captain Whitaker blinked. The captain looked as if icy hands had just closed around his heart and were trying to crush the life out of it. Silence? The system hadn’t been silent since the invention of radio, nearly two centuries earlier.

      “I'm not detecting any other ships in the area either, sir,” Mister Hall informed him. “There's no traffic, military or otherwise, in the area. In any area, for that matter.”

      “Wait a minute!” Pearson snapped. “I'm getting an encrypted, repeating signal coming in, sir.”

      The captain and I watched Pearson go pale before our eyes. Here lips moved slightly, as if she was trying to convince herself of what she was hearing.

      “Protocol Extant has been activated,” Pearson told him a voice little more than a whisper. “We’re to implement now.”

      “God help us,” Captain Whitaker muttered.

      Protocol Extant. That meant my boys and I were up. For an encrypted signal like that to go out wide-band, well . . . that meant the crap had really hit the fan, dead on.

      “This has to be some sort of prank, sir,” Mister Hall spoke up. “Protocol Extant would mean . . .”

      “I know full well what it means, Mister Hall,” Captain Whitaker snapped, glancing in my direction than turning to Lieutenant Page where she sat at the helm. “Set a course for Earth, maximum military speed.”

      The NAF Adirondack was a cruiser class ship built for combat, defense, and speed never seen before. Equipped with a state-of-the-art point defense system, multiple missile tubes that could spit out enough firepower to give her the means to take on a vessel twice her size, and massive laser arrays, the NAF Adirondack was a force to be reckoned with. Like all cruiser class ships of the NAF, she carried an elite special ops unit, composed of the most highly trained soldiers in the service. These enforcers were trained to enter the deadliest of situations and restore order then eliminate any threats they encountered. They were armed with the most cutting-edge weaponry the NAF could equip them with but what made them truly special was the Protocol itself. The HUDS or Heads Up Displays of their helmets were not only designed to integrate their armor and weapons as one but also provide them with constantly streaming, updating tactical data about their surroundings and whatever enemies they encountered.

      Extant also had a secret. It could learn.

      “Lieutenant Gray. Have your men suit up,” Captain Whitaker ordered.

      “On it!” I barked, tapping the comm unit I wore on my wrist. Even while I passed on the Captain's order, I kept listening to what was going on.

      “Mister Hall, I don't like being a sitting duck out here. Can the new drive jump us directly to Earth?” Captain Whitaker asked.

      Captain Whitaker was right about the sitting duck part. If there were enemy vessels close by, enough to have cleared out this sector of traffic, a lone cruiser would be one heck of a juicy target for them. We had to get moving. Find somewhere safer.

      “No sir.” Mister Hall shook his head. “Jumping in as close to Mars as we did was a risk that we didn't know we were taking . . .”

      “Considering there was apparently no one here to see us inbound,” Captain Whitaker finished for him. The new drive was easily detected if one knew what to look for. The point in space where a ship was about to make entry could be picked up ahead of its actual arrival from the energy fluctuations generated by the drive.

      I knew I couldn't stay on the bridge much longer. I needed to get to my men. I had faith they were doing exactly what they should be but at least alongside them I could tell myself I was doing something that made a difference instead of just standing around. Still, I didn't want to give up the chance to see firsthand just what the Adirondack had jumped into.

      “Exactly, sir,” Mister Hall said. “If we were to try for Earth, God only knows what we could be jumping into there.”

      Pearson was watching me with a guarded expression, and I knew she wanted me gone from the bridge.

      “If all this is real, and it's looking like it is, sir, Earth is where we need to head,” she told the captain.

      “Power down all non-essential systems. I want us running as silent as possible.” Captain Whitaker frowned. “If there's something out there we need to be worried about, let's not be easy to find.  And Ensign Sonja, keep trying to make contact with NAF, encrypted channels only. There are a lot of watch points, shipyards, and stations between here and Earth. Someone has to be left out there.”

      “Yes sir,” Ensign Sonja barked, retaking her seat at the comm. station.

      I got myself together and headed for the door, mind whirling with the new reality. My training kept me outwardly calm, but inside, every fighting instinct told me life was about to change.

      Permanently.
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      The hangar bay of the NAF Adirondack was a sea of organized chaos when I entered it. I had stopped long enough to get suited up myself. The boots of my armor clanged on the bay's metal floor as I strolled across it. Around me, the bay crew were rushing about preparing the dropships of the Protocol Extant troopers for launch. There were six such dropships in all, and each was a transport first, though heavily armored and stacked with machine guns and side mounted missile launchers. Their purpose was to reach their target as fast as possible, deploy the troops they carried, and then either bug out or lend air support depending on the mission. Their guns were vicious, and they could chew a forest to splinters with one pass. As air support went, they were superb. As dropships went, they were a gut pounding nightmare.

      I stood watching the ships being prepped, while the men gradually came to ready status in quick, efficient movement. Each of my troops wore the latest Extant power armor just like I did. I liked the new suits. They weren't as bulky as the older designs, though I had my doubts about the latest upgrade to the Extant tactical system. This latest version was supposed to be adaptive and constantly learning both in and out of combat. I hadn't switched it on yet, and there didn't seem to be any point in doing so while still aboard the Adirondack.

      We were stuck with the system, and that was inescapable.

      I hated unknowns with an intense passion, because unknowns got people killed in war. And that was what this latest system was . . . an unknown. There was no time now to test it. I shrugged, sighing as the Sarge came running over to me.

      Trey Nicholson was a beast of a man. He stood nearly seven feet tall and weighed close to three hundred pounds. His armor, like all the Protocol Extant suits, had been custom built for him. Its metal gleamed in the harsh light of the ship's hangar bay. Trey was my second in command, and I had come to rely on the big man more than I cared to admit. I wasn't a slacker, but having a sergeant like Trey made it easy to be one. He was several years my senior despite our difference in rank.

      The two of us got on well because Trey knew when to keep his mouth shut—and when to offer wisdom gained from his longer years in the service. He was the sort of sergeant every officer hoped to be stuck with and I was grateful to have him.

      “Sir!” Sergeant Nicholson said, skidding to a halt in front of me. “Our boys are prepped and ready to roll.”

      I could see that he had more to say but was keeping it to himself.

      “Spill it,” I said, not sure I really wanted to hear his answer.

      Trey's eyes went wide. “Sir?”

      “Something's up,” I said. “I've known you too long not to notice when you're spooked.”

      “I am not spooked, sir,” Trey growled. “Just having a hard time believing this is happening I guess. Doesn't seem real.”

      “I know what you mean.” I nodded. “It's not as if we're out on the fringes somewhere, gearing up for combat.”

      “Is it true that there's nothing out there?” Trey asked, but his tone said he feared the answer.

      “There's nothing moving between here and Earth. No ships that the Adirondack's sensors can detect anyway. Total comms silence too. Spooky as hell,” I answered. “It's as if something swept through ahead of us and cleared out the entire sector.”

      “That's insane.” Trey stared at me, his jaw dropping open. “We were only gone a month, sir. What could have possibly swept through and taken out everything around Earth so quickly?”

      “I don't know, but I suppose we are about to find out.” I felt his uncertainty, so I added a weak qualifier to my shitty news. “And let's not jump to any conclusions. Just because the Adirondack can't pick up anything doesn't mean that there's really nothing out there.”

      “Understood, sir.” Trey nodded sharply.

      “We're still almost half an hour out from Earth. A lot could change between here and there,” I said, trying to stay optimistic. Or at least do a good job of faking it.

      “Roger that.” Trey smiled. The only part of its wearer that Protocol Extant armor left exposed was the area of the face from the bottom of the nose to the chin, and even that could be sealed. When needed, transparent plating would slide into place, closing the suit against biological agents and activating the armor environmental systems. Each suit of armor had the capacity to provide its wearer with up to twenty hours of clean, breathable air.

      Trey turned and headed for the dropship he had been assigned to. He and I never rode down on the same ship. As the commanding officers of the Protocol Extant squads, we were intentionally separated in case one of our dropships didn't make it to the drop-zone. It was the old cliché of keeping of all of one's eggs in the same basket. When that was done, risk went up, and we were in the business of killing, not getting our people killed.

      Steeling myself for whatever the future might hold, I walked toward the dropship that would carry me to the Earth's surface when the Adirondack arrived in orbit. I hadn't needed Trey to tell me how utterly insane our current situation was. Dropping to Earth as if it were an outer world war zone was like a nightmare came to life. If Earth had truly fallen, one cruiser class vessel and her contingent of troops weren't going to matter much. We couldn't take back an entire planet on our own. It was our job though to find out what had happened and react accordingly. There were plenty of human outposts beyond the Sol System that we could retreat to once we learned what we were up against . . . assuming they survived the experience of finding out why the Earth was silent.

      Rigel, Hawks, Thompson, and Payne were already strapped into their seats in the rear of the dropship as I came onboard. I noticed that they were all watching me closely as I took my spot at the head of squad's drop formation. All of them were damned good soldiers. I had trained most of them myself. They were all keenly aware of just how dire things had to be if they were making a combat drop to Earth's surface.

      None of them spoke to me, and I was proud of them for that. Instead of badgering me with questions, they merely went about their personal, pre-drop rituals. Rigel prayed. Hawks glared at the dropship's rear door, mentally preparing himself for the shitstorm that would soon likely be waiting on the other side of it. Thompson quietly hummed a battle hymn, and Payne fiddled with the coin she wore on a cord around the neck of her armor. I remembered her saying that it had once belonged to her father, a soldier of some reputation who made his bones in the West African wars of the previous century. Payne truly believed the thing was lucky and had seen the man through countless battles before he finally retired from the service. Her father had passed it onto her when she joined up. I’d seen it up close, and the embossing was almost gone, worn away by the nerves of two generations of soldiers with heavy gloves or powered gauntlets.

      Strapping myself in, I started my own pre-drop ritual, thinking about home and why I was here.  Born and raised in the Rocky Mountains, I thought of them and it always reminded me of what I was fighting for. Not just mom and dad, but everyone down there and the Earth herself. Earth had changed a great deal, even in my lifetime, but there were still places like the Rockies where time stood still, and the elk bugled and crows called and there were fish too numerous to count in the rivers. From the lush green of springtime fields to the white, covered peaks in winter, there was no place on Earth like them to me. I checked my rifle over, making sure it was good to go, while I waited for the word to be given and the dropships to blast out of the Adirondack's hangar bay.

      That was when I decided to break the rules, if only just. Using my Extant helmet, I tapped into the Adirondack's systems so that I could eavesdrop on the bridge. I knew Ensign Sonja would know what I was up to, but she owed me one. I’d backed her when she was forced to testify against her ex, and the look she gave me that day told me she wouldn’t forget. I was right.

      I made the connection to the bridge, patching myself in. And if she did notice me, just like I had counted on, Sonja didn't shut me out. My vision swam, and I was there on the bridge, in spirit if not body.
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      The NAF Adirondack was running quiet. She streaked through the void of space, en route to Earth at speeds that made her more wraith than craft. My connection to the bridge wasn't just audio—I could see everything as well, and the scene was brittle with fear and concern. Captain Whitaker looked as if his nerves were gnawing at him like starving dogs. The silence from the comms was maddening to everyone, but the captain didn't dare break away from the course to Earth and investigate any of the stations the ship was passing by. I knew that the activation of Protocol Extant made his orders crystal clear and wholly unbreakable, just like mine. The secret of what had transpired while we were away and all our hopes rested with Earth, saving Earth, and returning to Earth with our weapons primed and ready to fight. If anyone had survived whatever hit the Sol System, they would be there. The Earth was the heart of all human controlled space.

      Most of the fleet was kept in orbit around Luna, or at the Lagrange point bases that crowded the sky. The planet also had massive defense grids that Captain Whitaker had always believed were unassailable. None of us had a clue what would be waiting on the surface, but we knew it would be far from good.

      Of that, we could be sure.

      I couldn't bring myself to believe that the human race could be wiped out so thoroughly in a mere month's time. Whatever had hit the Sol System had to have done so hard and fast. There was no other explanation, at least not within our lexicon of space experience. We were, as a spacefaring race, brash, young, and new to the game.

      That did not mean we wouldn’t fight.

      “Captain,” Mister Hall called to him. “I’m picking up some very odd readings from the space we’re passing through.”

      “Explain,” Captain Whitaker ordered, his expression grim. I imagined my own look was stony, too.

      “Sir, there's a lot of residual comet material out there,” Mister Hall reported.

      Captain Whitaker tried to keep the emotions he was feeling out of his voice and failed as he asked, “What the f—clarify. Are you saying a comet passed through here?”

      I could tell the old man was a lot more worried than I had first thought. The emotional armor that he was known for among the crew was cracking, and we were all getting just enough of a glimpse of what was going on inside his head to see that he too, was human, despite rumors to the contrary.

      “Yes, sir. Either a very large one or several comets, all with enough mass to cause the earth to ring like a bell,” Mister Hall answered. “Based on what I am getting out of the data the sensors are giving, the likely source of origin is the Oort Cloud.”

      Captain Whitaker cracked his knuckles, taking me back to my childhood. When my mother cracked her knuckles, the wrath of God was coming down, but the Captain used it as a thinking tool. Even through the helmet transmission, I could sense the charged atmosphere on the bridge.

      “Mister Hall, are you seeing evidence that the comets have struck Earth?” The Captain’s voice was tight, but steady. He was righting his ship.

      “The trajectory would fit with the residual debris I am seeing, sir,” Mister Hall confirmed.

      I hacked into his console via my helmet so I could get a look at what he was seeing. I wasn't a navigator or sensor tech, but I knew enough to see that Hall was onto something. The upper atmosphere was a churning mass of wreckage, and there were few lights to be seen on the darkened crescent of land below us.

      “It would take one hell of a comet to get through Earth's defense grids,” Pearson pointed out.

      I couldn't help but frown at what she said. She was right. The Earth's grid was designed to engage a hostile alien fleet. Something like a comet should have been torched with ease—unless that comet caught the system off guard, which seemed impossible, or was so large that it splintered into so many pieces when fired upon that the system's point defense just couldn't keep up with all the targets.  Or maybe there had been elements in the comet that threw the system's targeting vector awry, like a natural countermeasure.

      “Right now, I don't think we can rule anything out,” Captain Whitaker cautioned her. “The idea of using comets and asteroids from the Oort belt as Kinetic Energy Weapons has been around since the early days of science fiction. Cheap, easy—mass destruction. No one has ever really tried it though, and with the defense technology we have these days, one would either have to be a genius or utterly crazy to do it. Rocks are cheap to throw, but why? They level the cities, burn the forests. They would turn the oceans to mud given enough strikes.”

      I had taken out enough terrorists and zealots in my time to know that crazy went hand in hand with their approach to winning a war. Assuming, of course, one was willing to pay the price of inheriting a broken planet.

      “A comet would explain a lot though,” Pearson argued. “The impact of even a small one would be devastating. The loss of life would be nightmarish, and it would certainly scramble all communications on the planet.”

      Pearson was a thinker, and her conclusion met with mine. But there was a problem with the comet theory, and it was as big as our solar system.

      “What about the shipyards and bases out there?” Mister Hall reminded her. “It wouldn't explain why they aren't answering us either.”

      I mentally kicked myself for not thinking of that. Those shipyards and bases were silent too.  That and the lack of traffic were a hell of a lot harder to explain with the comet theory than just Earth herself going dark. I considered the comet’s tail and wondered if it was dense enough to block comms, but even that was a stretch. It also didn’t explain where all the space traffic had gone. There were no ships, no crews, and no hubs spinning in high orbits. We’d flown into a desert that looked like Earth but sounded like a tomb.

      “True,” Pearson agreed but then added, “Unless the K.E.W. attack was only the beginning.”

      And of course, it would just be the beginning, You didn't hit the Earth with a kinetic energy weapon and not follow up unless your plan was just to take her out altogether. If you were going to do that, then rocks down the gravity well was to soften up the planetary defenses, among other things.

      “Regardless, we are maintaining our course for Earth,” Captain Whitaker said firmly. “E.T.A. Mister Hall?”

      “Two minutes, sir,” the navigator answered. “Still not picking up any traffic, though the sensors are registering a lot of debris, and not just the comet material I reported earlier. There's a good deal of wreckage around Earth and just outside her atmosphere.”

      “And that answers the question of where the rest of the fleet is.” Pearson shuddered. “They must have put up a fight trying to defend the planet.”

      “Slow us down, Lieutenant Page,” Captain Whitaker ordered. “Pearson, I want Gray and his squads ready to launch the second we arrive. When we feel the thermosphere, they go hot. Not a second later.”

      We are ready, I thought as Pearson's voice rang out over my helmet's comms, checking our status.

      “All green here,” I answered her. “We're a go for launch.”

      “They already are, sir,” I heard her assure the captain after she got my answer.

      “Um—sir . . . I don't know how I overlooked it,” Mister Hall said. “But I'm picking up an unknown contact, constant bearing. Range is—close and closer, sir. The contact's speed is off the charts, and whatever it is . . . it's massive.”

      Captain Whitaker's head whipped around in Mister Hall's direction. “What? Where did it come from?”

      “The vector suggests that it is inbound from near the edge of the Sol system,” Mister Hall reported. “Coming in hot, too, sir.”

      “And you're just now getting a reading on it?” Captain Whitaker snapped, trying to hide his frustration and anger and failing.

      I was feeling the same, because I had missed it too. I still had a display of the sensor data he was seeing up on my Extant display, and there was nothing. The contact went from invisible to smack in our faces. My Extant gear was flawless, but Hall’s was the entire ship’s suite. For him to miss it wasn’t just dangerous, it was impossible.

      “I'm sorry, sir. I honestly didn't see it until just now,” Mister Hall stammered.

      “You may have just killed us all,” Captain Whitaker growled. “Action Stations! Bring all weapons online and raise the shields.”

      Mister Hall was bent over his console as he said, “It’s a comet, sir. Collision course, high velocity.” He spoke quiet and calm, stunned by the comet’s arrival.

      “Goddamned iceballs,” I heard Pearson mumble under her breath as Hall put an image of the approaching contact on the main screen. The comet was several times the size of the NAF Adirondack and closing fast. It looked like it was the size of Texas, and the coma flared brilliant white on the screens. In seconds, it filled the view, with the ion tail reaching back into space like an angel’s wing.

      “Are we close enough to Earth to launch the dropships?” Captain Whitaker asked Pearson.

      “Yes sir,” Pearson answered. “We are within range.”

      “Launch them all!” Captain Whitaker shouted. “Now!”

      I was shaken hard as my dropship jerked into motion. Holding on to my safety harness and gritting my teeth, I fought to keep my helmet's connection to the Adirondack's system as the dropship left the hangar bay, falling back toward the earth as our thrusters kicked with a savage bang-bang-bang. In seconds, we rotated to face the blue of home, streaking down at hypersonic velocity.

      “Dropships away,” Pearson said as I watched an image of the six smaller vessels, including my own, shoot out of the ship's hangar, bound for Earth, like directed missiles.

      “Send an encrypted data package to both Gray and Nicholson's ships. I want them to know what we're up against.”

      I laughed at that. One step of ahead of you, sir. I was already watching everything as it unfolded in real time.

      “Packages delivered,” Ensign Sonja confirmed.

      “Lieutenant Page, target that comet with the entire armory. Point defense as last resort. Fire.”

      I split the screen of my Extant display so one side remained providing me with a view of what was happening on the Adirondack's bridge. The other showed me an exterior image of the ship from my dropship's point of view. I had to hack the dropship's systems too in order to make it work, but my Protocol Extant helmet was up to the task, humming with purpose as the system began to process data from two distinct battle scenes.

      The NAF Adirondack's aft missile launchers flashed, spitting three volleys in rapid succession at the massive comet. Her lasers flashed through the darkness of the void, their pulsating beams of raw energy tearing into the front of the comet well ahead of the missiles. They raked deep grooves across the forward section of the comet's mass, causing catastrophic outgassing that blew the head apart in a cloud of chaos.

      The missiles struck in their wake. Explosions rippled along the surface of the comet, and the mass broke apart beneath the sheer power of the barrage. Rocky chunks spun away harmlessly, hurled through space at an array of angles, no longer a threat.

      But much of the comet came on. Those pieces were now made up something akin to an asteroid storm that was still inbound for the Adirondack.

      “Point defense systems online and functional, sir!” Pearson yelled. “Weapons targeting the incoming debris as well!”

      I knew the Adirondack's defenses weren't going to be enough to stop all the incoming debris, even with support from the cruiser's main weapons.

      Captain Whitaker did too.

      “Evasive action, Lieutenant Page!” Captain Whitaker screamed, clutching the arms of his command chair. His knuckles were white as he leaned forward on the edge of his seat. The old man’s face was a mask of helpless rage, and my own blood began to boil as I saw him go from anger to sadness in the span of a minute. He knew. I knew. The entire crew understood, and now, so would my Extant troopers. The Adirondack would not survive, but she was not going down without a fight.

      Lasers blew chunks of the comet's debris to nothingness. The exploding fragments of the comet burst apart, like summer fireworks from a distant time. The ship's point defense systems joined them, raking space with a storm of metallic rods that continued to shred the comet’s rocky core until numbers won out, the guns fell silent, and the great ship began to take direct hits from the unrelenting killer.

      The NAF Adirondack's shields burned blue as the fastest pieces of the comet began to impact with them. Her engines strained to move her clear of the approaching cloud of debris, spiking reactors blown past all limits as the ship began to wheel sunward, a wounded beast among smaller predators.

      “Shields at sixty two percent and dropping,” Mister Hall warned. “We’re ablating too fast. Forty seconds at most, sir.”

      “Lieutenant Page!” Captain Whitaker barked, but his voice, like his will, was failing.

      “Doing my best, captain,” she answered, her voice a ragged croak.

      I shook my head and got some odd looks from my men. I’d explain my link later. For now, I watched, linked to the life-and-death struggle overhead as we burned through the wispy clouds of upper atmo.

      Captain Whitaker had to know that she was telling the truth, because Page was a wizard at the helm. The Adirondack danced under her direction. The ship rolled, zigging and zagging, avoiding the larger chunks that made it through the field of fire the point defense systems were spitting out.

      It wasn't going to be enough.

      I whistled as I watched Page’s fingers dancing over the helm's controls. Her brow was furrowed with concentration as she continued her fight to get the hell out of the way of the debris. And then the ship took the first serious hit, and my fears were realized.

      The bridge shook as a large chunk of debris smashed into the Adirondack's port side. Sparks flew as the comm station overloaded from a surge of power that swept throughout the ship. I nearly lost my connection to the Adirondack at that moment, but the Extant program adjusted, finding another way to keep me patched in by a secondary channel. My stomach tensed up as Ensign Sonja screamed. She toppled out of her seat, the sleeves of her uniform on fire. Most of her face and neck were burnt away.  Her charred flesh sloughed from the bones beneath it, and the bridge began to come apart, with me standing there as a ghost while my crew and commanders burned.

      The impact had flung Pearson from her feet and sent her crashing to the floor of the bridge.  She grunted with pain as her own weight snapped the bone of her right arm beneath it. Captain Whitaker had barely managed to remain in his command chair, and the bridge's lights flickered as I watched Pearson force herself to her feet.

      “Medics to the bridge!” Pearson screamed, gritting her teeth against the pain she was in, her broken arm cradled to her chest.

      “Damage report!” Captain Whitaker's voice boomed across the bridge.

      Fargo, at the engineering station, answered him. “Damage on all decks, sir. We're venting air on nine and eleven. Reports of fires on port side.” He listened for a moment, then closed his eyes. “Fires are in every compartment. Containment is lost.”

      “Power to the primary weapons is offline,” Lieutenant Page added, a grim afterthought to the fading ship. “Point Defense systems are holding. For now.”

      “That was it for the shields, sir,” Mister Hall said, his voice just under a shout. Around him, sparks flew as the cabling began to cook off at a nexus under his seat. He didn’t notice. “Shields are now down, sir. Gone.”

      “Mister Fargo, I need those shields back online now!” Captain Whitaker snarled.

      Pearson had moved to Ensign Sonja's side, where the young woman lay, still but burning. Pearson managed to put out the fire with her jacket, despite only having the use of one arm. I could see tears running over the curves of Pearson's cheeks.

      “She's dead,” Pearson told the captain, and then the great ship shuddered for the last time.

      Entire sections of her hull began giving way as pieces of the comet's debris continued to hammer into the heart of the Adirondack, shredding bulkheads and systems with ruthless effect.

      “We’re—” Mister Hall began, then stopped. There was nothing left to say. On the forward screen, I could see a spinning chunk of comet a half klick across, its violent tumble throwing off smaller pieces as it streaked, unerring, toward the bridge.

      I saw Captain Whitaker look up at the forward screen, lean down, and code in the point defense systems to empty their magazines.

      The Adirondack's point defense systems concentrated their fire on the large chunk of debris, to no avail. The debris closed on the ship in a blur, and I felt myself flinch, thousands of klicks away and falling.

      “All hands brace for impact!” Captain Whitaker shouted.

      The large chunk of debris plowed into the cruiser’s side. Metal whined and howled, giving way as the debris ripped through the craft, cutting it in half as the Adirondack began to outgas like a comet in its own right. Then, the ship blew apart in an explosion that lit up the darkness of space. The display of my helmet flashed white as my visor dimmed automatically, saving my vision even as the ship—my ship, and my captain and crew—flared into nothing high above the earth they had sworn to protect. I closed my eyes against the light until it was over. When I opened them again, the side of my display dedicated to watching the events on the ship's bridge had gone dark. The display flickered as it adjusted itself to show only the view from the dropship that was carrying me toward Earth.

      The Adirondack was no more.
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      I tapped into the dropship's systems via the A.I. of my Extant helmet just like I had done with the Adirondack, so I could see and hear all that was happening in its pilot's compartment. Kennedy, the ship's pilot, was in a panic. His co-pilot, Reece, was bellowing curses at the oncoming debris. Neither of them had the time to notice me tapping in; they were too busy reacting to the comet ending the noble Adirondack in a hail of violent implosions.

      “Fuck me, it’s gonna hit,” Kennedy said with a flat voice. He was too much a pro to be overwhelmed, even with the specter of death that close to him. He poured on the power to the dropship's drive, increasing its speed to the redline.

      The comet's debris wasn't going to stop with the Adirondack. The big cruiser had done its best to provide their dropship and the others with cover, but there was only so much a lone craft could do against such an overwhelming target.

      My breath caught in my throat as the giant chunk of comet that struck the Adirondack came barreling through what was left of her. It crashed through her middle section, breaking her into further pieces, the glittering shards spiraling out in a gemlike array. My stomach lurched at the thought of our crew out in the black, their breath torn from them in a last scream of agony.

      “She's gone,” Kennedy growled as if anyone needed to be reminded of that.

      “And we will be too if we don't do something fast!” Reece yelled.

      Good man, I thought. Keep your focus and make sure the same thing doesn't happen to us.

      My eyes were still stinging from the intensity of the light from the Adirondack's destruction. I blinked, trying to clear them and get my vision back to what it should be—then my visor self-corrected, and the Extant abilities of my gear became evident. In seconds, I saw a clear image of mankind’s most advanced craft, now an expanding debris field of tumbling scrap and frozen human remains.

      It was hard to believe the Adirondack was gone. I had been transferred aboard her, taking command of her Extant squads, over a month ago. During the shakedown cruise for her new prototype drive, she had become my home, or as much a home as a soldier could have. With a crew of over three hundred and fifty souls, I hadn't known everyone aboard her. Those I had known were mostly friends, except for a few navy pricks that deemed themselves too good to socialize with a grunt like me.  Whispering a prayer for those that had died in fire and flames aboard the cruiser, I got back to worrying about myself and my men. Our fates were in Kennedy and Reece's hands. I could only hope the two of them were up to the task of making it to the surface of the earth before the comet's debris took out our dropship as well.

      “Fucking . . . rocks!” Kennedy screamed, jerking the dropship hard to the right as a piece of comet shot by her.

      Our dropship was closest to Earth at the head of the formation streaking toward it. The craft had been first to launch from the Adirondack's hangar bay. They were smaller and more maneuverable than the heavy mass the cruiser had been, giving me hope she would be able to keep ahead of the comet's debris with our head start and responsive stick.

      On the other side of my helmet's display was an exterior view of what was happening in space. I watched as Dropship VI took a hit from a piece of comet that ripped through her aft hull. It tore into the ship, emerging from her forward section like a shotgun blast of fire and expanding gases. With a silent explosion, Dropship VI vanished in a blossoming ball of flame that collapsed inward before fading away.

      “We've lost six,” Reece reported, voice gone numb.

      “Four, too,” Kennedy said as Dropship IV took a piece of comet to its port side. It tore through her armor, caving it inward. Jets of atmo shot out in a haze, dispersing like snowflakes as the craft lost pressure instantly. The impact sent Dropship IV hurling sunward, venting people, gear, and whatever atmosphere was left after the catastrophic hit.

      “Get me more power. Redline and beyond, Reece,” Kennedy barked.

      I wondered where the fuck Kennedy thought Reece was going to pull it from. The lights in the dropship had already gone several shades dimmer from the massive drain on its central reactor.

      “Trying,” Reece growled back at him. “We're already at one hundred plus and cooking. Much more and we won't have to worry about that shit out there tearing us a new one.”

      “Shut up and drive,” Kennedy rasped, fighting with the dropship's controls. Another piece of comet streaked by its starboard side, spitting debris that pinged off the hull in a metallic song of doom.  Tilting the ship sideways, he narrowly managed to avoid it, spiraling wild before he drew the axis back to something close to normal.

      “Dropship II is gone,” Reece reported as he shifted more power to the engines.

      The other dropships were vanishing in the storm of comets, their existence snuffed so quickly that I didn’t hear a single distress call. That didn't fill me with hope that we were going to live through the shit we were caught up in. I wondered why Kennedy and Reece weren't firing on the pieces coming at us, though I knew deep down there was no point. The dropship didn't have the firepower to do much damage to them and certainly not enough to deflect them. They had no shields, either. The dropships relied solely on the heavy composite armor of their hulls to protect against enemy fire. Their purpose wasn't combat like the NAF Adirondack's had been. They were nothing more than glorified transports, and lightly armed at that.

      The dropship punched its way into the Earth's atmosphere like a falling missile, jarring me to my very bones. Flames erupted over its forward hull from the speed of its entry. The ship's sensors lost contact with the other dropships behind them as our antennae flared into vapor, and for the first time in my life, I heard a high keening whistle on a ship, meaning we had a hole that would only get larger as the wind tore at the edges.

      I cursed, hoping that it was just my link and not the dropship's sensors that had lost view of them. I didn't know if it was just atmospheric entry messing with the sensors and my helmet link, or if they had been destroyed. Given how things were going, I was inclined to believe the latter. Some days it just didn't pay to get out of your bunk, because death was waiting when you did.

      Kennedy leveled the dropship out as soon as it was safe. The internal temps were rising, our hull must have been white-hot, and I smelled insulation cooking off from somewhere deep in the guts of our engine bays. He slowed, but kept the engines wound in case we had to shake bad weather before landing. We were at the mercy of Earth now, and the rules had changed.

      “We made it,” Reece whooped . . . but I knew we hadn't yet. The debris was chasing us down like a jealous ex, and there was no guarantee the atmosphere would boil it off.

      A fist sized piece of space rock blew through the ceiling of the pilot compartment from behind us, passing through Reece's seat and body like an armor piercing round. Reece didn't even have time to scream. He died instantly, a gaping hole spurting blood in the center of his chest. His body slumped forward, a stunned look on his face. Only the flight harness kept his corpse in the co-pilot seat.

      The rock did more than kill Reece. It exited the dropship straight through his side of the controls, tearing the console apart in a shower of sparks and shrapnel. Kennedy jerked his arms up to keep the blast from ripping apart his face, saving his own life, but not without an array of wounds that spattered blood all over the cockpit. Grunting in pain as bits of metal and glass stung his arms, Kennedy held on, enduring the pain with the bearing of a seasoned veteran.

      I wondered if I would have been able to do the same. Air was venting from the pilot compartment through the jagged hole the rock left behind, and Kennedy began to labor, his chest heaving as he fought savagely against the bucking controls. The bulkhead door between the pilot compartment and the rear of the dropship slammed into place with a loud clanging noise. Decompression protocols went into action when the pressure dropped far enough, and Kennedy found himself on the short end of the stick.

      I could almost see Kennedy's mind racing as he tried to assess the damage the rock had caused and regain control of the dropship. The ship had entered a spin. She shrieked downward toward the ground now, filling our forward screens. Kennedy made the sign of the cross, and I did the same. He closed his eyes, lips moving as he sent his last words to the heavens, and the earth came up to reclaim us from our journey to the stars.
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      In the rear of the dropship, my men held on for dear life. Rigel grunted as the momentum of the plunging ship forced his body so tightly against his safety harness I thought his ribs would cave inward. Thompson blacked out from the stress, drool streaming from his mouth as he lolled like a corpse. Payne was conscious and screaming her head off in a torrent of curses that would have made a gunnery sergeant blush.

      I forced myself to remain calm, because that was my job—to be the fixed point for the others at times like this. Assess the situation. Deal with it. Find a way through. That was what officers were supposed to do, and my training pushed me over the edge of desperation into that place of near silence, where my mind and body seemed to float among the seas of chaos around me.

      Adrenaline pumped through my veins, my heart a triphammer against a chest that felt like I’d been thrown against a brick wall again and again. The knuckles of my hands, clenched into fists, popped inside my armor as I clenched at something that wasn’t there. In reality I knew that there was nothing he could do to save my men or even myself.

      I was powerless. I was pissed. I was an observer in the last action of my life, and that fact replaced my fear with a white anger that burned clean and pure.

      “Quiet. Hold tight and shut the fuck up. We’re going to live, but not if you don’t listen,” I said with every ounce of control I could muster. To my utter surprise, Payne fell silent, looking at me in absolute astonishment.

      Then without warning, the dropship struck the ground with a noise to end the world. The impact slammed my head backward into the wall behind me. I saw stars and red streaks, and then I saw nothing at all.

      I came awake screaming.

      The sound of my voice echoed inside the rear of the dropship, harsh and metallic in my ears.  At first, I didn't know where he was. It took me a moment to get my bearings, then the destruction of the Adirondack snapped into place among things that were real, if horrific.

      I could tell it was dark but my Protocol Extant helmet compensated for it, allowing me to see normally, amplifying what light there was. Looking around, I saw that the rear door of the dropship had been torn away during the crash, the outline of ripped metal bright in my visor. Crates of ammo and supplies were strewn about everywhere, a kind of destruction that only a high-g impact can make.

      Extant Observation: On

      Extant Learning: On

      I shook my head as the letters floated in front of me like ghosts, then cleared. “What the hell is—”

      Trooper Awareness: On

      “Yeah, you might say I’m aware,” I muttered. To my surprise, my suit answered.

      Display goals Y/N?

      “Goals?” I asked, then felt dumb, and then after another flash of recognition, I knew what I was seeing. The Extant system was evolving according to my experience, my threats, my need for survival. I wondered if it understood my goals.

      “I need to ascertain if other troops are alive, and I need to develop a plan,” I said.

      Extant: Ready

      “Good.” I began to search the wreckage, and my mouth went dry from the utter destruction.

      The others, except Rigel, were all still held in their seats by their safety harnesses. None of them were moving. I hit the release of my own harness and dropped onto the floor to land on my hands and knees, then scrambled to my feet, shaken but alert.

      There was no immediate threat. The bulkhead door to the pilot compartment was still in place.  That was going to be an issue as it appeared the dropship's power was offline. But first, I knew that I needed to check on the others. They were my priority, especially since I wasn’t leaking, broken, or bent in any way beyond a general beating. That level of discomfort was par for the course, so I turned to survey our situation, sucking in a breath as the enormity of our losses hit me.

      A large crate had smashed into Thompson and covered the lower half of his armored form.  The floor below where he sat was drenched in red as I approached, the sticky pool slowly spreading as I watched. A dense metal crate had struck Thompson with such force that it had shattered the armor covering his legs, pulping them into something silver and red.

      I reached and popped off Thompson's helmet, but he was dead, and from the looks of it, he’d bled out from the damage done to his legs. I checked around the rear of the ship for Rigel, but the man was simply gone. His safety harness had broken loose at some point during the crash, and it was likely Rigel had been thrown from the ship as it hit the ground. I moved to check on Payne next. She, too, was unresponsive. Her head was bent at an unnatural angle atop her neck, a fatal effect of the crash made real before my eyes.

      I gently removed her helmet anyway just to be sure. The vacant eyes of her corpse stared up at me as I looked down at her.

      In them, I saw my failure.

      I had let them all down. Smashing an armored fist into the wall near her, I let out some of the anger coursing through me. It wasn't fucking fair. All three of them were the best of the best, superbly trained soldiers with years of combat experience between them. They were the elite . . . and they had died without a fight. War was a cruel mistress, and the death she wrought was random and unjust.

      Realizing I was alone, my first thought was to try my suit's comm and see if there were any other survivors from the dropships nearby.

      But I didn't.

      If there was an enemy force out there occupying Earth, an attempt to do so might be picked up, and I sure as hell knew I wasn't in any shape for a fight. Instead, I ran a quick system check on my armor. It was intact and fully functional, so my next task was to get into the pilot compartment and check on Kennedy. I had watched Reece die, and that meant Kennedy was my last best hope for intel on the shitstorm we’d dropped into. Right now, I was blind, with no knowledge of what I was up against. That needed to change. Fast.

      I approached the locked-in-place bulkhead door separating the rear of the ship and the pilot compartment. Engaging the door's manual override, I tried to force it open but wasn't strong enough even with the door's lock disabled. Heading back to where Payne's corpse dangled in her safety harness, I removed the power cell of her armor. There were plenty of tools and gear strewn about.  Finding what I needed, I wired the cell up to provide power to the door's servo systems. Thank you, mom, I mused, sending a thought to my mother, who had been a prepper in every sense of the word. Thanks to her, things like wiring, curing meats, and collecting wild edibles were all tasks I had long since mastered.

      While the bulkhead door slid upward, I frowned as smoke cascaded down over me. Several small fires were burning inside the pilot compartment, and the forward window was shattered. The dropship's control console was not much more than jagged, twisted wreckage, and even at a glance, I could see that both Kennedy and Reece were dead. There was hole in the ceiling of the compartment where something had blasted through it. My hope of getting the ship flying again died in that minute, and I spat a silent curse at the entire shitshow around me. Stupid loss, senseless loss. All of it, and it simmered in my mind like a toxin, so I drew a long breath and fought to refocus, turning my thoughts to the Black Box.

      Every NAF dropship had a “Black Box” system. It was meant to keep check on the pilots during flight, but also to provide details of what happened during a crash. I knew exactly where to find it behind a panel near the door. With the screwdriver I used to wire up the door, I pried the panel loose, revealing the Black Box, intact and still in place. Ever so gently, I removed the Black Box and carried it to the rear of the dropship. It took a few minutes of work, but I was able to tap in via the Protocol Extant A.I.

      Harvesting Black Box Data: Now

      I leaned back onto the rear compartment's wall as I watched the events from the dropship's departure from the Adirondack to its crash play out all over again. My spirit crashed all over again at the sheer tragedy of it all. The ship. Her crew. My planet. All of it settled in my mind and began to change from sadness to rage, an incandescent column that made me short of breath until I forced myself to a state of calm, eyes closed to grant me a second of peace.

      I had seen most of what happened before as the ship went down so I shifted the viewpoint being fed to my display. I wanted to get a look at what Kennedy and Reece saw on their way down—I had been watching them, not the view through the window. The area the dropship had flown over before going down was mostly dark, other than vast fires that burned in scattered locations like fireflies in an orange lens.

      Switching over from the visual data recorded by the box to sensor data, I dug through it in the hopes of finding anything that could tell me more about the area I was in. The coordinates the Black Box had recorded told me that we had crashed somewhere near Roanoke, Virginia.

      Location: Blue Ridge Mountains

      Condition: Critical

      Begin Extraction

      The dropship's automated sensor sweeps showed that there was still a functioning power source of some kind approximately five miles from my current location. There wasn't enough data to know for sure if the power source was human or alien in nature.

      5.6 Miles to Power Source.

      “Thank you,” I said reflexively, but the Extant remained silent.

      I wasn't a big believer in alien life, but my gut told me what happened to the Earth was no natural disaster. We had been attacked—no, savaged. Gut punched. Knocked out. Humanity was brought down by some intelligence out there in the void, and watching the playback of the comet coming at the Adirondack, there could be no doubt. Something out there had used the comet as a Kinetic Energy Weapon, because there are no accidents in nature, and the comet placement had been pinpoint for maximum destruction. I had no answer as to why an alien race would attack without warning or any form of contact, but that was the story before me. It was aggression from space, and in terms of execution, it had been flawless.

      There was no other option but to set out on foot and see what was out there beyond the mangled hull of the dropship. I spent the next hour gathering what supplies I could, stuffing a backpack full of extra ammo, rations, canteens of water, various tools, and the power packs I took from the armor of my dead friends. When that was done, rifle in hand, I took a deep breath and stepped out of the dropship's rear, the door torn away by the crash.

      My world was waiting, but it wasn’t the same place I had left.
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      The area the dropship crashed in was heavily wooded, and the ship cut a trail of destruction through the trees as it came down. There were lingering fires burning among the trees, and the air was thick with smoke. I hurried to get away from the crash site, because now that I was outside of the ship I didn't want to be spotted by anything that might be lurking around. As soon as I was clear of the crash site, I spotted a small hill up ahead and rushed to reach its top, my lungs heaving from nerves and hard work

      Above me, uncaring stars shone bright in a sky that was beginning to haze with an oncoming rain. I had always loved the rain, because it washed away the grime of life, and I sure as fuck could use a new start right at that moment. The woods were silent, with no sign of any wildlife, but that was to be expected. The ship's crash would likely have scared everything away for a mile or more, an impact of raw sound and noise that was a once in a lifetime event. The impact scar alone would live on well past me, and I left it with a sense of relief, climbing out of the crater with labored steps.

      Reaching the top of the hill, I stood there looking out at what lay beyond it. In the distance were the remnants of civilization. The building and streets of a small town were lit by the fires that burned among them. My tactical display told me that the town was only a few miles away and it lined up exactly in the direction the drop ship's sensors had detected the energy source. I double-timed it down the sloped hill, heading for the town. My legs pumped beneath me, my breath coming in ragged gasps as I pushed myself harder and harder, knowing that this mad dash for the town was reckless. It didn’t matter. I couldn't resist the urge to get there. The answers I needed were in the town and I had to have them. My world was broken, and I needed to know.

      As I neared the edge of the town, I forced myself to slow down. The road leading into town came into view, so I clung to it, but I stayed in the shadows, along the tree line and out of sight. Every so often, I saw a car on the road. Most of them looked to have been abandoned, but it was the others that gave me pause. They had clearly been attacked by something, with doors peeled open like tin cans, the metal torn and slashed into twisted metal and bloody debris.

      Biologicals: Human

      Status: Remnants

      Trails of dried blood stained the asphalt leading away from the mangled vehicles in a classic drag pattern, with arterial spray and bits of viscera at random intervals. The looping sprays of blood faded over distance, as the victims ran dry. I made myself look at each stain like a declaration of life that had come and gone; victims telling me their last will as they were harvested like laboratory mice.

      I tapped my Protocol Extant visor, switching it fully into tactical mode. The entire world altered before my eyes as everything took on a blue tint, hard edged and clear. Data streamed into my mind as my eyes saw the breakdown of it on my helmet's tactical display.

      Expertise: Unlocked. Extant now fluent.

      Fluency was good. I let the Extant report.

      Remains: Human

      Newest less than two days old. Most older. Fungal particles of unknown origin mingled with stains. Attackers likely larger in size than typical human. Damage to cars indicates superhuman strength and use of bladed weapons. At least six aggressors present in most recent attack.

      Not used to the new version of Protocol Extant's means of transposing data into my mind, I grunted and shook my head, trying to clear it. There was no pain, only information in a steady stream, verging into sensory overload but falling just short, as if the Protocol could understand and measure my limits.

      Hoping I would adjust to it quickly, I tried to take stock of my situation. I knew now that there was indeed likely an alien presence on Earth, but bladed weapons? Aliens who closed in on their prey and attacked it at close range? I had always imagined that if aliens did attack the Earth their tech would be light years ahead of anything that humanity had. Energy weapons, particle blasters, plasma rifles—those were the bread and butter of all the Military Science Fiction I had read growing up. Blades just didn't make sense. If an alien race had the means to travel to the Earth, surely they had better weapons available to them than swords.

      I couldn't help but wonder where the bodies of the dead were. As many abandoned and trashed cars that I saw, there should have been some corpses, too. The blood stains suggested that these aliens, whoever or whatever they were, had carried away the dead, but I refused to accept that they would have taken the body of every single soul they had killed. The scale of it defied logic.

      Biological Threat. Containment: Complete

      The nose and mouth plating of my armor automatically slid in place. My armor's environmental systems activated of their own accord. My blood turned to ice in my veins as I tried to get a grip and think things through. What had the A.I. picked up that made it seal my armor? I couldn't ask the program why, as it wasn't designed that way. Protocol Extant's job was merely to feed me the data I needed to be effective, and it was my job to sort it all out and make sense of it. As powerful and highly developed as Protocol Extant was, it was still just a tool, and I was the user.

      Even if it could talk to the program in the fashion I wanted to, the A.I. likely didn't know exactly what the biological threat was, only that it existed. Protocol Extant could supposedly identify and size up any combat threat it encountered, learning their weak points, movements, tactics, etc. but its ability as a medical scanner was limited. I swallowed hard. Had I been infected before the A.I. detected the virus and moved to act against it? I seemed fine aside from the fear gnawing at my guts.  I took several deep breaths, counting slowly downward from ten to establish control over my body and mind. Once I had calmed down and got my head back in the game, I resumed my trek toward the town in careful strides, my eyes flicking around in constant motion.

      Next to a road junction, I walked up on a local diner, its darkened neon sign proclaiming, “Best Burgers This Side of the Mississippi.” Two pickup trucks, a few cars, and an older green van were parked in the lot, their windows dusty from disuse. I remained hidden in the trees as I watched the place for any signs of life, but there was no movement. The place was silent as a tomb, and just as still.  I waited another couple of minutes, watching, before finally emerging from the trees, then I rushed across the lot and took cover behind the green van.

      Crouching beside it, I held my position. Peeking around the front of the van, I was able to get a better look at the diner. Two of its large front windows were shattered. The diner's door had been completely smashed apart as if something large had charged straight through it like a mad bull, the fragments glittering on the pavement in disarray.

      Biologicals present. Uncertain composition.

      I left the cover of the van and walked cautiously toward the door with my rifle at the ready, the barrel sweeping back and forth following the movement of my head as I looked around. The shards of broken glass crunched beneath my boots as I neared the door leading inside, so I slowed my pace even further to minimize sound.

      A light drizzle had begun to fall as clouds rolled in from the west, their gray layers low and sinking. I stepped out of the scattered drops into the diner and stopped at the horror before me. There were corpses everywhere, and they looked to have been dead for weeks; maybe even longer. One man sat in a booth near the door, his chest opened up from the bottom of his sternum to the base of his neck.  Another man dressed in a red flannel shirt lay not far away. His head was gone, and the white tip of his spinal column protruded through the drying gore where it had once been attached.

      I stepped over the body of a waitress sprawled out next to the diner's counter, her position that of someone who had decided to run a moment too late. She was close to the door, her back slashed open so deeply she was almost cut in two.

      She is dead, Extant reported, and it was the first human-sounding sentence it had used.

      I knelt to examine the woman, who was face down and turned at an awkward angle.

      The slash to her back wasn't the only wound. There were dozens of large stabs wounds all over her as if whatever had killed her had paused and taken its time plunging its blade into her repeatedly before moving on. A section of the wall near the door was splintered and smashed inward as if it had been hit by a shotgun blast. Someone had tried to fight back against whatever rampaged through the diner, or had at least tried to stop it from getting inside.

      I spotted the body of an old man lying near the far side of the diner from where I had entered it.  One of the old man's hands had been taken off at the wrist in a cut so clean it looked surgical. The top of his head was spread open in a delta shape, rotting brain matter leaking out of it. I couldn't be sure if the blade that killed and came down on his head or thrust into it from the front. I supposed it didn't matter.

      Dead was dead.

      On the other side of the diner, the door to the women's room had been ripped from its hinges and flung on top of a table where countless families had likely shared a meal. There was hair and blood on the door in a circular divot, the splintered wood feathered out from an unknown impact.

      Making my way across the diner, I approached its counter and looked over it. In the floor behind the counter was the corpse of a large, round man wearing a grease stained apron. A shotgun rested next to the man's body, explaining who had the balls to fire at whatever had come through the door. Cooks are a tough bunch, but even his efforts hadn’t saved anyone. The big man's body didn't bear the blade wounds that all the others did. The only wound on his corpse that I could see was on the side of his head. Something blunt, like a balled-up fist, had struck him there, caving in his skull at his right temple. Dried blood smeared his nostrils and covered the lower half of his face in a brown sheet, and his teeth were gone, leaving a yawning grin that was unsettling to see.

      Stepping over the big man's body, I continued into the kitchen where there were hamburger patties on the grill still swarming with maggots that fought for the last nutrients in the kitchen. I instinctively brought a hand up to cover my mouth and nose, only to have it collide with my face plate.  I was grateful that this armor had sealed itself up.

      Unsafe for consumption.

      “No shit,” I said.

      The whole diner had to reek of rotting flesh and spoiled food, but the kitchen was clear of anything that might be a threat. I backed out and returned my attention to the bodies scattered about the diner. Taking in the scene again as a whole this time, I realized that whatever had happened here had happened fast—maybe in seconds. The poor bastards hadn't stood a chance, and their presence made me wonder why they were left behind when every other corpse was missing outside. Why take some and leave others to rot?

      When I had gotten my fill of staring at the carnage inside the diner, I exited the building through the back door. The woods that greeted me were as silent as the diner itself. Walking into the trees, I worked my way around the edge of the diner's lot to where I could follow the road again from a covered position. Town was closer, and I wasn’t certain I actually wanted to know what was left. For a moment, I considered taking one of the cars at the diner but decided against it. The sound of the car's engine would surely draw attention that I didn't want or need if whatever had torn apart the people in the diner was still lurking about. Silence, for now, was best.

      Half an hour later, I finally made it to the town I had seen from the hilltop. There was nothing special about it. The place reminded me of the pictures one might see on Americana, nostalgic postcards. It was the cliché, rural American town—or had been. Tourist trap stores along main street competed for space with a barber shop, the library, and a small post office, its windows shattered and a dried human arm hanging out, the fingers reaching into eternity for something they would never find.  I gave up sticking to the trees and the shadows, stepping out onto the street.

      Now, I began to find bodies, but not as many as I’d expected. Up ahead, a sheriff 's car leaned drunkenly against the curb, spent shell casings gleaming on the road near the driver's side. The door was ajar, fully out as if the driver had left in a hurry. I slid into its driver's seat and looked at the laptop mounted on the middle section of its dashboard. Trying to turn it on was wasted effort. Like everything else I had come across so far, the laptop's battery was long dead. With a tired sigh, I hauled myself back out of the car, wondering if I was the last person on Earth that was still breathing. There sure weren’t any signs that indicated anything different. Above, the first sign of life—a vulture—circled once and moved on, satisfied death wasn’t coming for me just yet.

      About a mile on up, I came across what appeared to be the remains of a National Guard convoy.  The road around it was carpeted in spent bullets and shell casings so densely that it was like trying to walk on marbles. I had to kick them clear of my feet just to keep my footing as I moved about, stunned by the volume of fire that had been thrown around the scene.

      Firefight. Multiple targets. Outcome uncertain, reported Extant.

      The buildings surrounding the road were spangled with bullet holes and impact marks, with windows broken or missing, doors shot to splinters, and bright marks on masonry from wild rounds.  The trucks and jeeps of the convoy showed the same kinds of damage as the cars I’d come across earlier, and in the middle, in a kind of last stand, I found the soldiers in a heap, their bodies in unspeakable condition.

      I’ve seen combat damage, but this was something almost primal; a kind of tearing that left humans in shapes I found beyond my comprehension. Through my visor, the Protocol Extant program showed me that there were two distinct types of blood present at the scene of the battle. One was human, the other unidentifiable by Extant.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin as a voice suddenly cried out in the night. The barrel of my rifle whipped around in the direction it came from, my finger tight on the trigger. The voice sounded human—or something close to it. There was a resonant note that reminded me of a beast in distress, inhuman and torn by pain.

      Target. Pulse round loaded. Armor at full power.

      “Who's there?” I barked. “Identify yourself!”

      A half-naked man burst out of the bushes on the side of the road, running like a bat out of hell down the street away from me.

      “Stop!” I yelled after him, taking aim at the man, but I held my fire. “For fuck’s sake, quit running, fool!” Killing the first other living soul I had stumbled upon wasn't something I wanted to do unless there was truly no other choice.

      Thankfully, I didn't have to risk taking a shot, trying to wound him. The man stumbled and fell, collapsing onto the road with a loud grunt of pain, his body twisting from some unseen agony. I rushed toward him, my eagerness to contact a survivor overcoming my training.

      Extant started reporting once again, and I felt my guts go to water when I understood what I was seeing.

      Human. Unarmed. Infected with unknown pathogen. Presence of same earlier fungal particles confirmed. He is no longer a person.

      My pace slowed and I came to a stop still several feet from where the skinny, starving man lay in the road. He was too pained to even notice I had approached him, his eyes rolling wild as spittle flecked his lips. He shrieked and began to convulse, and it took a moment to see why.

      When I did, my gorge rose, and I staggered at the sight of his skin. It was tight, feverish, and bubbling as if something fought to escape the confines of his body. Rippling spasms rushed across his skin in waves, leaving it split and oozing. Instinctively, I took a step back, though rationally, I knew my armor was sealed. No contagion, not even an airborne one, should be able to get to me inside it.

      His pain cannot be measured, scrolled Extant.

      The man was groaning, sometimes even shouting in primal noises as he thrashed about, an incoherent stream of guttural rage spilling from his tattered vocal chords. I shrugged my pack from my shoulders so I could get at its contents while keeping an eye on him. It was easy to see he was out of his head with pain. Being unarmed, there was no way he could do any real harm to me as teeth and nails were useless against armor. I shoved a hand in my pack found the medkit stashed inside, flipping it open with practiced ease.

      All Protocol Extant troopers were trained in basic field medicine, so I did a field assessment and grabbed a pre-loaded syringe brimming with pain relievers and a sedative. The man finally noticed I was there as I advanced on him with the syringe. His eyes were full of madness—or eye, as his left eye socket was a pulsing mass of bulbous flesh, the skin deeply veined with something that looked more like plant roots.

      “Not going to hurt you, friend,” I said.

      His reaction was instantaneous.

      Snarling, he lunged at me, swinging a gnarled fist at my face. I blocked it easily, as he had no strength in what was left of his ravaged body. I could see the bones of his ribs through the drawn flesh that clung to them, pale lines in a chest riven with scars and collapsed areas like he was being eaten from the inside out. He took a second swing at me as I lowered myself onto him, pinning him to the road. Spittle flew from his cracked lips as he leaned his head forward to gnash at me with his teeth, cracking molars together hard enough that it sounded like a gunshot even through my visor.

      I thrust the syringe into the side of his neck, pushing the plunger without concern for his comfort. In seconds, all the fight he had left in him vanished. His limbs went limp and his eyes fluttered shut as I sat there staring at the man, wondering just what the fuck I was supposed to do next.

      Not wanting to remain out in the open, I tucked away my medkit and got ready to move. The man was so emaciated I didn't have any trouble picking him up; in my arms he felt like a husk. The Protocol Extant armor I wore increased its wearer's strength, but I could have lifted him easily without it. His legs were swinging without direction as I moved off at a brisk trot toward the closest house. Kicking out with my right foot, I sent the door swinging inward on its hinges. Thankfully it was made of tough enough wood that my armored foot didn't just crash through it, and the door stayed open long enough for me to get a good look inside.

      No threat detected. He is dying.

      “I know,” I said, hating the simple admission.

      The interior of the house was dark, and I passed the light switch without a second look. My helmet was still in low light mode, so the room was visible, if vague. Spotting a couch not far from the doorway in the house's living room, I carried the man to it. He moaned as I lowered his body onto it, then he fell silent and still, though his wasted chest continued to rise and fall in a regular pattern.

      I left him there as I looked around, moving from room to room, making sure the place was as deserted it looked from the outside. My search turned up a pair of not quite human corpses lying together in the master bedroom. A half empty bottle of wine set on the night table next to the bed and an even emptier bottle of pills next to it. The two poor bastards had killed themselves, and looking at their remains, I couldn’t blame them. There wasn't much human left about them; one was a man, the other a woman, and that was where the familiarity ended. I peered at them and concluded they were a husband and wife who didn’t want to live long enough to find out what they were turning into. There was just enough of them left for me to make that call, and knowing who they were, even a little, made the anger fire in me all over again.

      They were in pain. In that, I shared a thought with Extant.

      The woman's corpse was bloated in its center, all her bones fused within and reformed together in the center of her chest. The rest of her was flat—abnormally flat, with the texture and shape of a broken balloon. There were knobs of odd bone and her skull was a tortured disc, as if something had pushed at it from within, rendering her into something that was no longer human.

      The man's corpse was an even greater violation of human anatomy. The bone of his right arm had fused together below the elbow, its edges as sharp as any knife, cutting through the skin that had once covered it. His eyes had popped out of their sockets and dangled out to rest on the flesh of his cheeks. In their place were kaleidoscopic lenses, now drying and fragile, that looked insectoid and unfinished. His ears were gone, replaced by flat membranes that flaked with desiccated skin shading from gray to blue. I had to turn away from them. I like to think of myself as being a hardass, but the simple violation of their bodies made my guts turn to water, standing there in a middle-class living room on the ashes of what had once been my world.

      It was too much. Staggering out of the bedroom, I resisted the urge to torch their bodies and finished my sweep of the house. By the time I was done, a moan from the living room drew me back there.

      The man I had deposited on the couch was beginning to stir. His one good eye fluttered open as he sucked in a deep breath as if to scream, but he couldn’t, a bout of coughing shaking his whole body, spraying red spittle across the room. He gasped, taking a deep breath as if it cost him dearly to fill the collapsed ruin of his chest.

      “Hey,” I said, keeping my distance. “It's okay, man, I dosed you with meds. Can you speak?”

      I wanted him to survive, but I also needed answers.

      His head whipped up to look at me as if I were a ghost. I didn't expect him to be coherent enough to talk, but he cleared his throat with a wet rasp and locked eyes with me.

      “Are you real?” he croaked, his intact eye going wide.

      “My name is Lieutenant Deacon Gray,” I told him. “I'm a trooper from the NAF Adirondack.”

      “You can't be real,” he protested. “Everyone is dead . . . or changed.”

      “I’m as real as it gets,” I told him. “What's your name?”

      “Henry . . . Henry Murdock,” the man said, trying to get up but lacking the strength to do so. He collapsed an inch, giving up the gains he’d made and shuddering with the effort.

      “Just stay where you are, Henry,” I ordered him, my rifle ready in case he flipped. “You look like you've been through a shitstorm. Do you know what happened?”

      “You better pray that armor of yours keeps you from getting infected.” Henry coughed again like he was trying to hack up a lung. He lifted a hand to wipe his crimson mouth but failed. When he recovered, Henry added, “I've got it, you know?”

      I wanted to say no, you’re going to pull through, but instead I asked, “What is it? What do you have?”

      “How the fuck should I know?” Henry snapped. “It's the same shit that wiped out everyone else in this town!”

      “Where did it come from?” I kept my voice calm and as gentle as I could make it, even with my heart beating against my ribs like a triphammer.

      “The—the monsters, I reckon. The big things with the swords that come out of their arms, they spread it. Not just them though. All of the bastards do.” Henry's gaze shifted to the pack that was strapped onto my shoulders. “Do you have any water? I need some . . . bad. I don't think that's too much to ask for before I die, right?”

      I shrugged my pack from my shoulder while keeping my rifle in hand and dropped it on the floor in front of me. Kneeling over with eyes locked on Henry, I found a bottle and tossed it to him.  He tried to catch it but it bounced off his grasping hands to land next to him on the couch. Henry grabbed it up, twisting off the bottle's lid, and chugged half of it in a single go.

      “Thank you,” he paused to say before downing the rest of the bottle.

      “Henry, the NAF Adirondack, the ship I am from? We were away from Earth for a while,” I said. “I need you to tell me everything you know about what's happened here.”

      “Love to, but I can’t.” Henry's good eye welled up with tears. “I don't have that much time left.  I can feel the stuff in me eating at my brain. I'm changing into one of those . . . those things. I need you to shoot me before the rest of me is gone. Please.”

      His words were a gut punch. I didn’t take life. Not like this, and if I could help it, not ever. Not my own people.

      “Please,” he begged. “I don't have much time. You have to do it now.”

      “I need to know what happened here, Henry,” I pressed him.

      Henry's body shook with a spasm that rippled across his skin with shocking speed. His good eye exploded in spray of blood and gore as a bulbous mass pushed outward to replace it, shoving aqueous fluid out in a jellied horror.

      “Shoot me, you prick!” Henry screamed, somehow finding the strength to come leaping up from the couch in my direction.

      The barrel of my rifle swept up level to his chest as I squeezed its trigger. High velocity rounds tore through Henry, blasting gaping holes through him and exiting into the wall. His lifeless body thudded onto the floor at my feet, and a pool of red and green pus began to leak out from his wounds, the fluids staying oddly separate despite their common destination of the floor. Even in death, his body was at war.

      Henry hadn't given me the answer I needed, only more questions. Since I hadn't run into threats yet like he described, I figured the poor bastard deserved to be buried. It was all I could do for him. I dragged his body out behind the house and dug a shallow grave, sweating hard as the shovel bit into the soil. When my work was done, I was tired, pissed, hungry, and still filled with a dread from not knowing what was happening to humanity. As clouds moved in to obscure the stars, a second light drizzle began to fall, but even that wasn’t enough to wash my memory clean. Not of Henry, or the couple in the home, or the blood and the horrors all around me.

      Standing there adrift in my anger, I glanced to the south as I rounded the corner of the house heading back to the road. There were lights in the distance, and that meant people. My decision was made, and I would go south, hoping for answers, but expecting pain.
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      I told myself a perfect lie.

      Things could only get better from here, I thought, each step bringing me closer to the lights I’d seen—lights that gave me hope about not being alone in a landscape filled with monsters. I had to keep reminding myself of that while I was on the move, as each passing scene was more destruction, more gore, and more bodies in various states of reconstruction by some alien hand. Heading south took me out of the town and up toward interstate 81, which was a major highway connecting a lot of the mountains. I figured out that I was in the Blue Ridge—somewhere close to Roanoke, if I made my mark—and that meant eight lanes of reactive highway to travel on.

      My first sight of the highway was more carnage, but on a scale I couldn’t fathom. There were cars everywhere, some ravaged, some abandoned—some splattered with blood and viscera, dried by weather but still a grim reminder of their violent end. Bodies were everywhere along the interstate.  Some of them looked to have been running away, the horrific wounds on their backs—when there was enough of the corpse left to tell, that is. I staggered on occasion as the enormity of it all pushed me down, each pile of bodies adding to the reality that my world was now a charnel house of the dead.

      I came upon the body of a woman in my path. Something had slashed into her guts, spilling them over the asphalt of the road in a coil of red and purple cords that were twisted around her arms and legs. She’d been running with her innards out, trying to escape her attacker. The expression on her face was one of pure terror. I felt rage and sadness staring at her body, but then there were other victims ahead of me, and my eyes slid onward to the next repulsive scene.

      Just ahead of me was a young man who had made a stand, a baseball bat shorn in two next to his body. The top of his skull was gone; taken clean off in a surgical cut that dropped him stone dead where he fell. His brain was gone, his chest opened up by another cut, the ribs parted like paper from a savage blow. Since nothing was eating the victims, his additional cuts had been done out of sheer spite, a level of hatred that went well beyond animal need.

      Or alien hunger.

      I shuddered inside my armor. The rays of hot sun above were burning down, but I felt cold. And alone. The scale of it all was too much, and I had to stare at my feet to get them moving again, if only because I had seen the lights, and I had to know. Swaying with fatigue, I pushed on, avoiding the bodies around me as I burned through yard after yard of killing ground, my eyes always ahead, looking for the lights. The people. Answers. My Extant hadn't picked up any threats in the area or it would have activated and made me aware of them, but that didn’t mean my system was passive.

      A message flashed in my HUD, and I paused to let it sink home.

      Rest Cycle Imminent

      Energy: 2

      “No shit,” I said to myself, climbing over a shattered car to survey the highway ahead. I still wasn't willing to chance just climbing into one of the cars on the road and drifting off in the back seat—it was too risky, and I needed to be able to retreat on a second’s notice. Something had killed all these people and there was no reason to believe that it wasn't still nearby, somewhere just outside of my Extant's range.

      Pausing, I took a closer look at a van that had its side torn open. Something had not only ripped its side door off but had bent the metal around it. There were finger prints in the metal, and they were far too human for my liking. What the hell had put them there? Whatever it was, it had been strong—a lot stronger than any human could ever be without armor, and there was no indication of gauntlets.

      I got moving again. My legs ached with each step I took, and I began to feel that curious sense of detachment when you’ve pushed your body to the limit. Even my stomach rebelled, growling in anger as I marched on, my mind filled with fleeting thoughts of ice cream and steak and everything else I feared never seeing again. But as much as I might want food, I wasn't going to need it for a while. The suit I wore was more than just a closed environmental system. It provided my body with nutrients, although they robbed me of the sensation of eating, tricking my mind into thinking that starvation was imminent. I was hydrated, fed, and coddled by my suit, but it could do nothing about the carnage of my planet and how that was tearing at my psyche.

      When the sun was high, I neared a rest stop, and it was a big one meant to service cars and trucks on the major highways. Once again, my HUD flickered to life, and this time, there was an urgency that would not be ignored.

      Energy: 0

      Shutdown Cycle Initiating

      Combat Experience: 2

      It seemed as good a place as any to hole up for a bit, so I broke right, toward the main building where countless travelers had stopped over the years. Now, the brick façade was spattered with viscera, and wrecked cars crowded the parking lot. I was edgy and knew that in my condition I was bound to be overlooking things, misjudging them because of fatigue. Shit like that could get you killed. There would be no room for error, so I slowed, turned in a full circle, and assessed the scene.

      In the rest area's parking lot, there was everything but a sign of life. A man was lying on the steps leading up to its main building, face down and missing his entire spinal column. The wound was surgical, like many others I’d seen, and I was thankful his face was away from me so I could not share the horror of his last moment. Like everyone else, the guy had been dead for a while, and I was again thankful that the Extant had sealed up my armor. From the look of him, the guy had to be pretty ripe, cooking beneath an unforgiving sun.

      I had seen a lot of death during my time in the service, but never really got used to it. I was just—hardened, really, but the road and the town were still gruesome enough to tweak a place deep within my mind where pain and loss overcame my training and history. The death wasn’t natural, and the scene violated everything I knew to be fair and real. It was a video game and a horror movie thrown together, and the result was painted all around me, rotting in the open air.

      Bounding up the steps two at a time, I reached the rest area's main entrance, feeling my suit begin to drag as the Extant shutdown began sapping the last vestiges of mobility from my limbs. In minutes—or seconds—I would be immobilized, which spurred me on even faster. I could see more bodies inside the place through it, but my Extant was quiet, having entered shutdown. I began stalking forward with my rifle up and eyes scanning for motion. The glass of the door had been smashed inward and crunched under my boots as I went inside, meaning that stealth was a distant memory. I had limited time to get to ground, so I started with the building's main office and utility rooms, making sure they were clear first before turning my attention to its large restrooms. They were clear of anything alive too. I found a dead teenager in the ladies' room. My limbs grew heavier, staring down at the girl—rather, what was left of her.

      She tried to hide in a stall there, but the door was crashed in and her chest was split open from navel to neck. The white of the bones there lit up by my Extant vision, and bile rose in my throat at the overwhelming sense of loss. She was—had been—a kid. Didn't know why she bothered me more than all the others had. Maybe it was the utter desperation of the situation she had been in.

      No weapon. No means of defending herself other the can of pepper spray clutched in her cold, rotting left hand. Or maybe it was how young she was. She had been pretty and looking forward to a more dignified life than being split like a melon in some stinking bathroom stall. I had to give her credit for fighting so hard to stay alive, because there were dents on the interior walls of the stall where she had gone down swinging against whatever had gotten her.

      Leaving her body untouched where it was, I moved onto the men's room. There were two dead guys there. I dragged their bodies out and closed the door, letting myself begin easing into a mental state where sleep would be possible. Using my knife, I wedged it shut. That was all I could do to secure the bathroom, but it was a damn sight better than nothing I hoped, because I was lying to myself and knew it. From what I had seen on the interstate and in the town, if whatever was running around out there wanted into the bathroom, my makeshift lock on the door wasn't going to keep it out. It would just come tearing through, but my efforts were enough to grant me some measure of calm. The building was clear, and I wasn't out in the open anymore, so I slumped to the tile as the enormity of all I’d seen washed over me like a tidal wave of despair, just as my visor flashed in a cascade of lights.

      Shutdown: Mandatory

      Combat Opportunity: 0

      Never in a million years would I have thought that I would be sleeping in a bathroom one day, but there I was, sprawled out on the floor in armor locked into a fetal cradle, my vision already blurring as the Extant system began hazing my visor for sleep. If my armor could protect me from a possible alien virus, it could protect me from a bit of splattered piss. That knowledge still didn't make me feel any better about where I was sleeping, but I set a timer for two hours and closed my gritty eyes.

      All my disgust about sleeping on bloody bathroom floor and the horrors I had seen since coming back to Earth vanished into welcome blackness. Too tired to even dream, I jerked awake as the timer beeped, waking me up with a groggy series of twitches, but then the Extant system pushed a stim into my blood and I came alive, refreshed and ready to get some answers.

      Collecting my knife and tucking it away, I opened the bathroom door. As I stalked through the building to go outside, I paused, taking a longing look at the vending machines set up near the doorway. My armor was capable of keeping me going without real food by injecting me with shots that took its place. That didn’t mean I didn’t hear the siren’s call of stale chips and candy bars from the row of vending machines. My stomach grumbled again at the sight of them. With a heavy sigh, I knew they were beyond my reach unless I wanted to risk exposing myself to anything that might be in the air.

      “Not worth it, even if it is chocolate,” I mumbled, moving on.

      Idly, I wondered if I was asleep in my rack on the Adirondack, thrashing the poly sheets and dreaming my way through the end of the world, but the sweat on my back was damp, my mouth was sour with anger, and the world around me was far too real. The Earth was gone. This was life now, and I shook my head slowly, reaching an inevitable conclusion. Every step from this point forward would be to fight.

      That was when everything changed. Protocol Extant kicked in hard, and the world shimmered and changed before my eyes as the program came alive. I was no longer completely in control, but the sensation was more powerful than anything I’d ever known before in a combat situation.

      Possible threat detected.

      Evasion mode: Active

      Crouching where I was, my eyes scanned the woods around the road for the contact the Extant had detected. I heard something moving to my right. The barrel of my rifle swung toward the noise as a deer came bounding out of the trees. The Extant fed my mind information on the animal.

      Contact.

      Native.

      Density – 2

      Mobility- 6

      Lethality- 1

      Vitality- 2

      Organic.

      The deer saw me. Its ears perked up in terror and it whirled, racing back into the trees it had emerged from, tail held high like a white flag. I let it go. Couldn't figure any reason to kill it. I couldn’t eat through my visor, and I suspected that native animals would be in short supply as they were in the same environment that left so many torn corpses of humans across the landscape.

      The Extant remained active. I knew it was scanning the area for other threats even as it tracked the deer's path away from me to make sure the animal didn't circle back. As I stood there staring into the trees, I thought about the info the Extant had dumped into my brain.

      Native. That was the Extant's term for lifeforms indigenous to the environment I was in. Right now, its settings were turned to Earth as that was my location. I remembered how the Extant had reacted to the pathogen, citing that it was “unknown.” Now I knew that the pathogen was almost certainly alien in nature, and the Extant did too. The system had no cause to bring up the pathogen again since it had sealed my suit—other than to tell me the one other living soul I had met so far was infected with it. I sifted my memory, and in the haze of stress couldn't remember if it had used the term alien then or not. Henry's snarling face, lips parted, teeth bared, flashed into my head. I drove the image away. It was brutal and unwelcome, like whatever the aliens were who had done this to my world.

      Density. I remembered that was sort of like an armor class from an old role-playing game. The Extant rated contacts in that regard based on the amount of firepower it would require to injure or kill them. The thicker a creature's muscles, exoskeleton, or literal armor that it wore determined the number of the rating.  Deer lacked when it came to that rating, and thus, it had received a lowly two. A single, well placed shot from my rifle would have ended the animal.

      Mobility. Basically, that broke down to not only how fast a contact was but also gave an indication of its agility, and it didn’t surprise me that the deer had rated highly for that statistic. They were like wraiths in the forest—fast, silent, and athletic.

      Lethality. Rather—just how likely it was that the contact could kill you. Had I not been armored up, I suspected that rating would have been a touch higher for the deer. It did have horns and feet to kick with, and I knew a rutting buck was not an animal to be taken lightly. Getting kicked by an animal that weighed two hundred pounds was inadvisable, regardless of how tough you were. I’d seen videos of coyotes kicked dead by the hoof strike of a large deer.

      Vitality. It was a stat that was essential guesswork even for a program as advanced at Protocol Extant.  It was an estimate of the amount of damage which needed to be sustained before the life of a contact was ended or it was destroyed. With the previous versions of the Extant tactical program, it had also been the most unreliable. I didn’t trust it. The techs swore up and down that this new version of Extant was better at predicting it, but in the field I didn’t have the benefit of a second chance.

      And finally, Organic. That was a simple statement of whether the contact was biological or technical in nature. But it could also be an assessment, on a deeper level, of the contact's Lethality too.

      I was sure I had read in the manuals for the Extant program that there could be other statistics for contacts beyond those six but couldn't remember what they were. Wasn't sure I wanted to be reminded of them. If what little I did remember was correct, the missing stat or stats were an even deeper assessment of a contact's Lethality, and thus, something that could get me killed.

      If I slacked off. I would not.

      The sudden encounter with the deer had left me shaken up. I was sweating inside the armor; my skin felt clammy and damp. It wasn't a pleasant feeling. Somehow it keenly made me remember that I was alone. There was no help on the way or anyone to turn to if trouble came calling, and on a planet that had once been teeming with my people, my fate was now squarely in my hands—and only mine. Everything was up to me.  No squad mates covering my six. No air support a transmission away. No medic to patch me up. No evac bird on standby to haul my butt out of the fire. Just me, my weapon, my armor and gear, and the Extant.

      Area clear. No further threats detected, the Extant informed me, its scan complete.

      I took a deep breath, calming myself. Looking south, the road seemed to go on forever. It touched the horizon, fading into it where the stark blue sky yawned up and away, free of any clouds from the night before. I kicked into motion, because the lights I had seen had to be out there somewhere, and I was determined to find them.

      The interstate curved away to the southwest. No longer able to follow it, I once again found myself hoofing it through the woods in order to keep my heading of true south. The ground of the woods was uneven, with runnels and tree roots that made a constant pace nearly impossible. With a speed that frustrated me, I picked my way through the heavy forest as fast as I dared in what had become, while I was gone, enemy territory.

      Close to five o'clock in the afternoon, I stumbled into a more open area with a dirt road winding through, gutted by rains but still in good shape. I was glad to see the road regardless of what kind of shape it was in. It wasn't like I was driving on it, but walking on it would be a lot easier than trudging through the trees.  I climbed down the small slope that separated me from the road, only to look up and see steely clouds rolling in again. The sky was growing darker, and with sunset still hours away, I took comfort in the gloom. It fit my mood, which grew darker with each hour I was back on what had been my home. Now, I wasn’t sure where I was, or who would greet me around a fallen tree or rocky passage. That thought alone kept me surly and alert.

      I heard something in the distance and struggled to identify the chugging noise. Things had been quiet so long, I had gotten used to the silence that surrounded me like a cloak. The noise rose in volume, closing in on my position. That was when I realized the sound was being made by a motor, so I leaped into the trees on the far side of the road, taking cover there. The brush was thick enough to hide in, but thin enough to send rounds downrange. Crouching down, my pulse was racing, breath shorter and eyes flickering back and forth across the open, muddy track. Could it really be a vehicle?

      In answer, a beat-up old Ford truck came bouncing and clanging along the road. Coils of black smoke were coming from beneath its hood like vaporous snakes, and the motor sounded horrible, on the verge of locking up. A young woman with jet black hair was in its driver's seat. The brow of her forehead was furrowed, her face a mask of pure determination, as if only her will kept the truck moving.

      An old man stood in the bed of the truck, cradling a shotgun in the ready position, his eyes behind them on the road where two things chased them with singular intent.

      “What in holy . . .” I mumbled, locking on the two creatures. They wore scraps of human clothing, but any species similarity ended there. The creatures were both over six feet tall. Green growths, like thick vines, grew over their bodies coiling around their arms, legs, and torsos in corded tangles. They had no eyes, only dense masses of the strange growth protruding from their faces where their eyes should have been, and they swept their heads back and forth as their long legs ate up ground in a smooth, loping stride.

      Enemy contracts approaching

      Combat Opportunity: 4

      My Extant flashed the warning, and then began scrolling data in a series of stats that raised as many questions as it answered.

      Invasive

      Density- 7

      Mobility- 6

      Lethality- 7

      Vitality- 7

      Organic

      I stared at the creatures in shock. Density -7? What in the actual fuck? Was there armor under their skin? As bad as a Density score of 7 might be, their Lethality worried me a hell of a lot more. It was the same rating the Extant would give my rifle, but they were unarmed. And almost fucking naked, too. The Extant had labeled them organic, but they looked more like bioweapons than anything that nature could produce.

      I watched the creatures gaining ground on the truck from my hidden position. The truck hadn't reached me yet, but it was closing fast. The old man's shotgun boomed. Its blast caught the closest creature directly in the chest, and the heavy slug's impact knocked the thing backward to sprawl on the gravel of the road with its limbs flopping wildly. The blast had torn a hole in the creature's flesh where it had hit, and brown pus oozed out from it in a steady, putrid stream. The creature let loose a shriek like a banshee's cry as it leaped back onto its feet, sheets of fluid running out of the wound. One of the ropy legs twitched as it stood. It was hurt, and badly.

      Contact's Vitality rating reduced to 5.

      Combat Gain: 1

      Five? Only two points of damage from a shotgun blast to its chest? These bastards were just as tough as the Extant's estimate of their Density predicted. I kept my cover as the truck went barreling past my hiding place, and saw the old man pump another round into the chamber of his shotgun. The other creature that had continued to dog the truck and close in on it increased its speed, digging hard as its legs pumped like pistons. I noticed there was a rigidity to how it moved now, but it did nothing to slow it down. It just made the thing's movements seem awkward in comparison to a human, as if there was a short circuit in the system somewhere under those twisting vines and scaly exterior.

      The creature took a massive leap. The old man fired at it but missed. Thudding into the rear of the truck in front of the old man, the creature parted its lips in snarl, showing its razor teeth. It was too close and fast for the old man to ready another shot, so he swung the butt of his shotgun at the creature's face. The shotgun smashed into its jaw, or what passed for a jaw, but had no effect. With a ripping sound, bone blades tore their way out of its arms, sluicing pus and exposing long, wicked knives of organic material that gleamed dangerous in the dying sun. The creature appeared to feel no pain, but it did roar in anticipation of the kill.

      Updating. Updating. My Extant began spooling new data. New information on enemy contacts.  Vectors- 2.

      The Extant had determined that from the emergence of the creature's blades. The term Vectors indicated the number of different weapons or attacks that a given contact possessed. I could see the swords with my own eyes, even if their simple existence defied everything I knew as a human being. The rules on earth had changed, and I was seeing the new world firsthand.

      The wounded creature came charging along the road, draining pus and hammering the dirt with its feet in an effort to catch up to the truck. Its speed was as mind boggling as everything else about it and its brother.  I didn't know why I thought of the two creatures as brothers. It was just a gut reaction based on how similar the two of them looked. I knew I couldn't just stay where I was and let the two creatures kill the old man and the young woman. They needed my help. I had sat on the sidelines long enough. It was time to kick some butt, hardcore.

      “Hey!” I yelled at the top of my lungs as I burst from the bushes onto the road. The wounded creature heard me. Its eyeless face whipping around in my direction as it skidded to a halt. I didn't give it a chance to do anything else. I fired my pulse rifle on full auto. Its blasts shredded the creature's upper torso, tearing it apart in an explosion of flying brown pus.

      Damage dealt- 6.

      Contact exterminated.

      Combat Gain: 2

      What was left of the creature flopped onto the road and lay there twitching.

      I looked up in the direction of the truck, which was still barreling down the road. The old man was dead, his body impaled on the right arm blade of the creature he had been fighting. I watched the thing shake its arm free of the old man's corpse, throwing his body to the ground with a spurt of arterial blood that looked black in the gloom of dusk. It turned in the truck bed, leaning its head toward me as if it could see me coming for it, though it had no eyes. The truck's engine gave a final screech and died.

      The girl driving lost control, and the old Ford veered hard to the right in a sudden churning of gravel and mud, flinging the creature to the road where it roared in defiant pain. I heard the warble of metal as the truck’s hood flew up, obscuring the girl’s view so that she couldn’t stop from smashing into a tree with enough force to shatter the windshield. The girl shrieked, then cut loose with a stream of cursing that blistered the air before the truck had finished rocking on its springs.

      Being hurled onto the road from the speeding vehicle hadn't seemed to hurt the creature. I fired on the thing as it sprang up, coming at me with those sword arms lifted high to cut. My first shot blew a chunk of meat from one of its shoulders, exposing bone and strange chords that were more root than vein.

      Damage dealt -2.

      My second opened the creature's guts. “Now we’re cooking,” I muttered.

      Damage dealt- 4.

      Even wounded and pissed, it still managed to bring up the blade of its left arm, blocking my third shot.  Sparks flew as the pulse round was deflected away from the creature’s body, and its answer was a howling shriek that faded as it turned the grotesque head westward like it was listening.

      Turning its back to me, the thing ran for the cover of the nearby trees, but there was no way in hell I was going to let it get away. I took aim at the thing as it ran and fired again. The pulse from my rifle entered the middle of its back, center mass, and even from my angle I saw the gore exploding outward as the pulse punched through it.

      Damage dealt- 6.

      Contact eliminated.

      Combat Gained: 2

      The smoke rolling out of the truck's engine had grown black and thick, and in the middle of the roiling cloud I saw flames dancing. The truck was going to blow. I sprinted toward it, flinging open the door of its driver's side. The girl was sunk in the seat there, her face cut in numerous places from small shards of the windshield's breaking glass. Her chest lifted, and I knew she was alive, so I yanked her out of the driver's seat onto my shoulder, carrying her like a sack of laundry as I kicked into a desperate sprint away from the burning wreck. As I made it to the other side of the road, the truck went off like a bomb, creating a shower of fiery debris that rained over me and the girl until I could angle myself to shield her with my armored body. I felt my armor loosen, as if secondary servos were kicking in. The sensation was one of increased mobility and power, and I knew my body was becoming used to the Extant, just as the Extant was becoming used to me. That explained the combat gains. The system was learning, and I was the subject. My expertise would be combat, evasion, and survival, and I was in the greatest test ever constructed.

      Then I cleared my mind and listened to . . . nothing.

      It was all over just as quickly as it had begun, and the road slipped into an uneasy silence, except for the crackle of the fire burning hot in the truck’s wreckage. The girl stirred in my arms. I stared down at her, my Extant silent. I could only assume she wasn’t infected like the guy back in town, and then her eyes fluttered open, dazed and wild for an uncomfortable moment as she concluded that she was not on the ground, but rather in the arms of an armored soldier. I put her age at around nineteen, still young and beautiful, but haunted and hurt. She moaned, raising a hand weakly to brush at the strands of her black hair that had fallen into her face.

      “You okay?” I asked. I wanted her to be okay more than anything I had ever wanted in my whole life. I was sick of being alone on a tomb that used to be my home.

      Her eyes went wide as if she was just realizing that she was alive and in my arms.

      “Who are you?” Her voice was light, uncertain.

      “My name is Lieutenant Deacon Gray,” I told her. “Now are you alright?”

      “I'll live,” she said, pulling free of me and rolling onto her feet.

      Her balance was shaky. I reached out to steady her but she slapped my hands away. She looked at the body of the old man lying in the road not far from where we were and tears welled up in her eyes.

      Not sure what to do, I blurted out, “What's your name?”

      “Shan,” she answered. “Folks call me Shan.”

      “It's nice to meet you, Shan,” I said. “I was beginning to think there wasn't anyone left.”

      Her eyes cut back around at me. “There aren't many. Fewer of us every day, too.”

      “Those things . . . ?” I started but she interrupted me.

      “Where did you come from?” Shan asked just before she winced. Her hands moved to cover her stomach. The cloth of the white shirt covering it had become a bright crimson, and the spot was spreading.

      “Shan!” I yelled as she collapsed back into the grass at the edge of the road.

      I rushed to kneel beside her, jerking the shirt up so I could get a look at the wound there. It was bad.  A lot worse than anything I could cope with. What looked to be a piece of the truck's steering wheel protruded from her guts, the jagged splinter curving out of her abdominal wall and pushing up at a crazy angle. I flung my pack from my shoulders and got out my medkit. I didn't know how much time she had left, given the volume of blood, but I could damn sure stop the pain.

      Damage: Critical. She is dying.

      “Guess I was in shock, huh? I mean not to feel that.” She tried to laugh but the pain stopped her in mid-sound. Her laugh faded to a wheeze, and she coughed, wincing again.

      I readied a syringe of painkiller and sunk it into the side of her neck. She relaxed some, the pain leveling out form the hefty dose.

      “In shock, yeah . . .” I stammered. I didn't know how to tell her that there was nothing else I could do for her. Sharp kid. I saw in her eyes that she knew it too.

      “It's okay,” she told me. “My husband . . . He's in Christiansburg. It's not far from here.”

      “He's alive?” I didn't know whether I believed that or not.

      “He was when I left him,” Shan said. “You need to go there. Help him. Don't let him die too.”

      “My ship, the Adirondack, just got back to Earth.” I frowned behind the transparent plating covering the lower half of my face. “I need to know what's happened while we were gone.”

      “You mean you don't know?” Shan gawked at me.

      “Know what?” I pressed her.

      “About the comets? The monsters? Any of it?” Shan coughed, blood leaking out of the corners of her mouth. It made her look sad, like a clown in a circus that was closing forever.

      “A mass of comets struck the Earth. They overwhelmed the orbital defenses from what I heard on the news. The ones that came down, they did a lot damage in the areas they hit but that was just the start of everything. The comets brought something with them . . . the monsters . . . a sickness . . .” Shan's voice was growing weaker.

      I waited on her to muster the strength to go on.

      “The monsters started taking people away. The ones who fought back, they killed. Killed a lot of others for just being there too,” Shan said.

      “Monsters? You mean like those things I just killed?”

      “Yes. And others. There's more than one kind of them.” She reached out to hold onto one of my armored hands. “There's some of us left though. We've been trying to fight them. My husband . . . He's in Christiansburg. You have to go there. Save him.”

      “I will Shan. I promise,” I told her. It was a promise I didn't know if I could keep, but she was dying.  What the fuck else was I supposed to say?

      Shan closed her eyes. Her head slumped forward. Shan's hand dropped away from mine, and just like that, she was gone. No miracle. No answered prayer. Just a young woman, dead, pale from blood loss and already slack with the stillness of death.

      Soldiers weren't supposed to cry, and I didn't.

      I dug out shallow graves for Shan and the old man who had been with her. Buried them on the side of the road, but the body of the creature I had killed was nothing more than a mess of dissolving ooze on the road when I went to inspect it closer. It was a horror show of oozing pus and disintegrating organs that made no sense at all, except for the swords it had on each arm. Those were still whole, slick with rot and fluid. I kicked them in a fit of anger. They rattled like dice, then fell still. I was alive, I knew some things, and yet, I was still surrounded by the dead. Then the sun dropped behind the hills and the night closed in, and once again, I was alone.

      I cradled my rifle and began to move. Around me, the shadows seemed ever more dangerous, and even in my suit, I felt a chill.
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      I continued heading south at a steady pace. Knowing I wasn't alone on the planet gave me hope.  Knowing that civilization had been essentially wiped out and that the Earth was now infested with monsters, not so much. Christiansburg lay to the south in the same direction of the lights I had seen, and that was where Shan’s husband was supposed to be, likely with other people since this new world didn’t seem to be the kind of place where someone could survive on their own. I was exhausted but didn't want to stop no matter how badly I needed rest.

      I might not be as lucky as I had been at the rest area.

      Thinking back on that, it was only the dumb luck—or the luck of a soldier, which was sometimes the same thing—that had kept one or more of those creatures from finding me there. Christiansburg wasn't far, and at the pace I was keeping, I figured I would reach it in the next few hours. The thought of finding a functional car and hot wiring it haunted me, because doing so would save me so much time now that I had a real destination in mind. I wasn't afraid of the creatures so much as long as I was awake and conscious to face them; and face them I would if they tracked sounds like a running engine. Given how the creature had turned its grotesque head to listen, I wasn’t sure how their senses operated, but I knew they were functional despite the massive changes to their body structure. As long as I could attack the creatures at range, and not in a sudden rush, I could take them. It was what I was trained for.

      I reached into my wayback machine and cranked some Blue Oyster Cult in my helmet, knowing that the Extant would serve as my ears as I picked up my pace to a steady trot along the interstate. It helped to keep me going. My own personal battle hymn, clanging away just for me.

      Heartbeat Elevated, Extant flashed.

      “You’re goddamn right it is,” I agreed, running even faster. I was eating up the ground and it felt good.

      Contacts detected. Native.

      I knew from the lack of other information Extant provided that the contacts weren't threats. Pausing where I was, I mentally gave the command to the display in my visor to magnify the area ahead of me. As it zoomed in, I could see the partly obscured light of a campfire between a few vehicles parked at the road's edge. I couldn’t fathom aliens making a campfire, which meant whoever was up ahead had to be human. My display reverted to its basic tactical mode as I ducked into the trees and hurried toward the distant light of the fire.

      Natives. Humans. Defensive Postures, Extant flashed.

      As I got closer to the fire, I could see people gathered around it. There was an RV and two trucks parked like circled up wagons in the old frontier, their wheels cut at an angle to make it possible for quick escape in case of attack. Someone in that group was thinking, and it showed. My attention was so keenly focused on the people that I didn't see the strange blue glow in the night sky until I happened to glance to the Southeast.

      The mountains had blocked my view of it before. The glow was unquestionably alien in nature, climbing well above the place where city light would dissipate into the vastness of the sky. Nothing natural on Earth could produce such an eerie light, and even with my Extant offering helpful magnification, it was a long way off. And at the moment, I had other things to deal with, so I tore my eyes away from the surreal lights and focused on the one thing I’d been looking for. Humanity.

      I didn't want to spook the people around the campfire, so I crept through the trees at the road's edge then moved closer to the cluster of vehicles. All of the people were civilians. Not one of them wore combat armor. They were dressed in tattered clothes that had seen better days, and they wore the pinched look of hunger while a skinny rabbit cooked on a spit above their fire. I couldn't smell it because of my armor but the sight of it set my mouth to watering.

      Around the fire sat two men with guns.

      Armed. Standard rifles, Extant informed me. Damage Risk: Minimal with armor.

      One of them had a hunting rifle, the other an old M4 carbine. Three women and four kids were with them, and I got the impression that they were two families who had joined up to increase their chances of surviving. I knew my armor could take a round from either of the men's weapons and not be breached, even before Extant gave me a report.

      That didn't mean I wanted them shooting me.

      “Hello the camp!” I called out from the shadow of the trees.

      Both men leaped to their feet, weapons in hand. The women scattered, shoving the kids toward the RV to take cover inside of it. Thankfully, the guys didn't just start shooting at the sound of my voice. They were desperately looking about, trying to figure out where my voice had come from in the gloom.

      I stepped out of the trees, walking toward them. My hands were held high, my pulse rifle dangling from its shoulder strap. Their eyes went wide when they saw me, and the guns leveled on my center mass in one motion. They were nervous, and nervous people made mistakes. I would proceed carefully.

      “Stop!” One of the men bellowed. “Stay right where you are.”

      “Hank, you idiot!” the other growled. “He's wearing NAF combat armor! He's a soldier.”

      “That don't mean shit these days, Larry,” Hank shot back.

      My hands still raised, I said, “My name is Lieutenant Deacon Grey. I'm from the NAF Adirondack.”

      “You think we're stupid? Every vessel in the fleet was destroyed by the comets!” Hank shouted at me.  “See? I told you this guy was full of shit. Might not even be human.”

      “The Adirondack wasn't here when the comets came,” I explained. “She just leaped back into the Sol system two days ago.”

      “And you've come to save us, right?” Hank snorted.

      “No,” I answered honestly. “I don't want your food or supplies either. I’m only looking for information.”

      “That so?” Hank growled, spitting on the ground with a glare.

      “Come on, Hank. Look at him. We'd be dead right now if he wasn't telling the truth and you know it.”

      Larry was right about that. I could have taken them both out before they even knew I was watching—if that had been my plan.

      “Why don't you lower that carbine, Hank?” I said. “I'm not a big fan of having guns pointed at me.”

      Before Hank could answer, Larry's hand shot out to shove the M4's barrel downward. “Fuck’s sake, do as he says.”

      Hank grunted but didn't raise the M4 back up. He kept the weapon pointed at the ground.

      “So what's your deal, Lieutenant?” Hank said my rank like it was an insult.

      “My dropship crashed near a town back that way.” I thumbed over my shoulder. “I came across some folks who told me there were people fighting back to the south. I’m trying to hook up with them and was hoping you could tell me more about the situation. I know it’s gone to shit, but I need more than just that. I need details if I’m going to join and fight.”

      “You're talking about those fools in Christiansburg.” Hank shook his head. “They ain't got a prayer. Joining up with them is like asking to get killed.”

      “That's not true,” Larry protested. “They got a base down there. A real military one that's managed to hold on. That's what we have heard anyway.”

      “Sherry, you might as well bring the kids back out,” Hank yelled toward the RV. “This guy ain't nothing.”

      I ignored Hank's jab at me as I watched the others piling out of the RV, coming back to the fire in the center of their little camp. In its light, they looked half dead and as tired as I felt. I shuddered to think what life had to be like for them now. I was sure they had to stay constantly on the move to keep away from the creatures.

      “Sorry about Hank being so rude, Lieutenant,” Larry said as he walked up to me and offered his hand.  “The world ain't what it used to be.”

      I shook Larry's hand. He winced a bit as I did. I had to remind myself that the armor I wore increased my strength.

      The kids were staring at me like I was Santa Claus. It made me uneasy. There was nothing I could do to help these people. Surely they had to know that. Hank certainly did. He wanted me gone, plain and simple, and given the fact that they were being hunted to extinction, I couldn't really blame him either, even if he was being a dick to the only armored fighter in the area, for all I knew. Before Larry could start introducing everyone else to me, I got back to business.

      “What's up with the blue glow to the southeast?” I asked.

      Hank laughed. “It's part of why none of us have a prayer in the long run.”

      “Lieutenant,” Larry said. “I think you'll understand it better if you see it yourself. I can take you to a place where you can if you want.”

      I nodded. “That works. Thank you.”

      “You really gonna take him up the hill?” Hank frowned at Larry.

      “He needs to see it for himself, Hank.” Larry turned to one of the women. “I'll be right back, honey.  Keep the kids safe.”

      Hank and the others watched us go as Larry led me out of the camp. There was raised hill about a fifteen-minute walk away through the woods. As we got close to its top, Larry got more and more nervous, every muscle in his body twitching with anticipation and fear.

      Native Contact: Elevated Heart Rate.

      Shallow Breathing.

      Fear.

      I understood his reaction, because I was fighting it too, then he motioned for me to get down as we reached the crest of the hill, looking down into a valley that swept away in a surreal lake of blue light suffusing everything. There were concentric rings that surrounded two towers, rising from the valley's floor.

      The towers looked alive. That was the only word for it. Not mechanical, not constructed, and certainly not natural. Alive. They were composed of some sort of organic material that almost seemed to grow and shrink like they were breathing, the surface rippling and shifting like a resting animal. They were too far away for my Extant to register them as a threat and feed me details on them.

      Atop each tower was a weapon. I knew a weapon when I saw one. They were wicked, spiked things that gave the impression that you didn't want to tangle with them. Dozens of creatures scurried about below the two towers. Some of them were like the ones I had killed on the road—I could see the blades of their arms.  Lancers. That was what I decided to call them.

      Alien Contact Designated: Lancers.

      “Thanks, Extant,” I said reflexively.

      “What’s that?” Larry asked.

      “Sorry. Talking to my AI. Helping build a database on the invaders.”

      “AI? That so? Didn’t think that went small enough for a suit. More like the noes in the heart of the big surface ships, like used to run the trade routes before—well, before those assholes got here,” Larry said, his face dark with anger as he looked at the towers.

      “It is, and it’s going to help. For that matter, it’s kept me alive so far.” I peered into the distance, eyes narrowed at the other set of creatures moving about the towers. They were even more hideous than the Lancers. They had a more human edge to them, if mangled, like a true violation of nature. Their bodies weren't as densely muscled as the Lancers, but the cords of fungal growths that covered them were numerous.  Deformed. That was the word that leaped in my mind. Some of them had swollen heads, others almost no head at all. There was no consistency to their height or number of limbs either. They came in all shapes and sizes.

      I zoomed in with my helmet to see one of them hobbling about on three misshapen legs. If the Lancers were the hunter killers of the aliens, then the mutated ones were the workers. And that was what they were doing too. Neither of the towers seemed like it was truly complete, and they were laboring to finish them up in an endless scurry of motion and inexplicable work. Spread out through the entire area around the two towers were bizarre, box-like objects that made me think of space heaters, but large and smooth, like a ceramic. Zooming in on them, I could see that they were vibrating, the air around them shifting like the view down a summertime highway.

      “Those things on top of the towers are weapons,” Larry whispered. We were way too far out from the valley for anything down there to possibly hear us, but the guy had gone pale looking at them.

      Native Contact: Elevated Heart Rate.

      Fear: Spiked.

      I refrained from telling him that I had already figured that out. “Nothing gets near that place, Lieutenant. Those things on the tops of the towers fire some kind of liquid light that eats up anything alive. I have seen it happen, and it ain’t pretty.”

      “What about tanks or APCs?” I asked. “Ever seen anything like that try to get at them?”

      Larry shook his head. “There aren't any of those left around these parts, Lieutenant—at least that I know of. Most folks are like us. Just trying to stay alive. Maybe those guys in the place you're heading have things like that, but all the soldiers here died a long time ago. Hell, even the possums are almost gone, and you know how tough they are.”

      “Copy that,” I said. “Let's get out of here before we're noticed.”

      I didn't really think we would be, but Larry was scared to death. It gave him a way out without looking like a coward. He took it gladly. We headed back down the hill together, our pace neither hurried nor lazy.

      “Thank you for showing me that,” I told him.

      “Anything to help, Lieutenant.” Larry tried to smile. His heart wasn't really in it.

      I stopped and Larry looked at me, confused.

      “You get on back to your people, Larry,” I said. “This is where we part ways.”

      “What?” Larry gawked at me. “Aren't you coming back too?”

      I shook my head. “Your buddy Hank doesn't want me hanging around. He made that pretty clear.  Besides, I need to keep moving South to Christiansburg.”

      “But . . .” Larry started.

      “It's the best thing for all of us, Larry,” I said. “Somebody has to stop those monsters. That's what I was trained to do but I can't do it alone. You understand what I’m saying?”

      “Yeah, I get it.” Larry frowned. It didn't take a genius to know that he had wanted me to stay. My armor and pulse rifle would go a long way toward keeping his kids safe, but he did his best, offering a wintry smile and a bitter wave.

      Leaving Larry staring after me, I got my bearings and kept heading south. Seeing the alien base being built and so much of it already assembled, I began to understand more of what had happened in my absence.  My job had become more than just finding out what had happened to the Earth. Now, I found myself yearning for a means of fighting back against the aliens. I knew I couldn't do that alone. Finding help had to be my priority, because multiplying my force was an absolute necessity in order to damage an unknown army with tech that looked far over my pay grade.

      Since the dropship had crashed, I hadn't dared try the comms of my armor. It had seemed too great a risk to take. Having seen the base the creatures were building, I was beginning to wonder if they possessed technology as we thought of it at all, since even the weapons atop the towers looked more biological than mechanical. Maybe they didn't have any means of listening into comm chatter. Everything else was different about them, so I had to be open to the chance that even their comms system was completely new to me.

      I stopped and sat down, leaning against the trunk of a huge tree. Staring up at the stars, I figured it was time to roll the dice.

      Activating my comms, I made my call for help.

      “This is Lieutenant Deacon Gray, Protocol Extant trooper, of the NAF Adirondack. If there's anyone out there, please respond.”

      I started dialing up and down the encrypted frequency bands, repeating my message over and over again.

      “Holy shit!” a stunned voice answered.  “We copy you, Lieutenant! Can you hear us?”

      I nearly jumped out of my skin at the sudden reply. I hadn't really expected to make contact with anyone. Trying the comms had simply been an act of desperation.

      “I hear you,” I stammered.

      “This is Lance Corporal Harrison,” the voice told me. “I can't begin to tell you how happy we are to hear your voice, sir.”

      “Same here.” I chuckled, the dawning awareness I wasn’t alone filling my mind.

      “Lieutenant,” Harrison said, “I am not sure how secure these channels are. I'm going to send you a scrambled data packet containing our current coordinates.”

      There was a pause before Harrison spoke again. “Sending it now, sir.”

      I watched the data packet download to my Extant's system.

      Data incoming.

      Friendlies nearby.

      Location: clear.

      “Packet received,” I replied.

      Opening the download, I saw that Harrison's current position was only a few clicks from my own. I could reach it in an hour or two if I hauled ass.

      “Can you hold your current position?” I asked over the comm.

      “Yes sir,” Harrison answered. “Should be able.”

      “Then stay where you are,” I ordered. “I am coming to you. ETA two hours.”

      “Roger that,” Harrison said and ended his transmission.

      For the first time since landing, I felt that most dangerous of things. Hope.
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      I didn't know what I had been expecting but it sure wasn't what I found. Corporal Harrison and Private David were alone. The two of them were holed up in an underground bunker, though it was more extensive than I’d expected despite the damage form orbital strikes.

      Harrison said they’d been on the run for close to three weeks after the initial invasion—a term that made my anger rise like a column of bile.

      Harrison and David's company had been overrun, and they were the only survivors. Neither of them had known this place was here—the bunker was a covert command center, deep black, and well off any command chain at their pay grade. The NAF had many such bunkers scattered all over the United States.  Harrison couldn't tell me how this one had been damaged, since it happened before their accidental discovery. Like true troopers, they had been working feverishly since their arrival to repair the bunker and its systems. After getting a portion of its power back online, they had gone to work on the place's communications, hoping to call for Evac, but there was no one to provide it. The only folks they had been able to establish contact with were part of a resistance group in Christiansburg.

      Things were just as bad as I thought they would be. Harrison told me that most of the East Coast was in ruins. Most of the human race, too. The NAF hadn't been the only place the aliens hit—the planet was in shambles, and there was evidence of comet strikes across the globe. Harrison had been unable to contact Europe, China, and or anywhere else outside of the NAF.

      The resistance group they made contact with was holding on by sheer guts alone. According to Harrison, the group was on the losing side of a war of attrition with the alien creatures. The group was constantly calling out for more men, ammo, and supplies. Harrison and David were in no position to help them, and listening to them die by inches was killing whatever shreds of morale they had left. I intended to change that situation.

      As the three of us sat in the bunker's comm. room, I asked, “Doesn't this place have a stockpile of weapons and ammo?”

      “Sure it does, sir.” Harrison nodded. “But until you came along, there's only been the two of us.”

      I frowned. “You didn't even try to get to this resistance cell or let them know what you have here?”

      “Oh, we told them, sir,” David said. “But they aren't able to get here. They're surrounded and locked down where they're at.”

      “They would never be able to fight their way through to this place,” Harrison agreed. “And they know it, too. We might as well be on the moon.”

      I stared at the two of them. They were both dressed in NAF standard combat gear. Neither of them were Extant troopers, just marines, but marines were badasses of the first order. Still, without the Extant to guide them, I could understand why they hadn't tried to reach the resistance on their own. In their place, who knows? I might have made the same choice.

      I cocked an eyebrow. “That brings up an interesting question. What about the in system bases up there? Are any of them still in the fight?”

      “Oh yes, sir.” Harrison nodded. “There are several stations up there that remain active and broadcasting. None of them have launched any ships for Earth though. There's still a ton of debris in orbit. And they seem to think we're a lost cause at this point.”

      “The fight for Earth isn't over,” I said firmly. “It's just beginning.”

      “Tell them that.” David shrugged.

      “I intend to,” I said, my lips tight. “Do we have anything flight capable? Anything that could reach one of the bases that are still active?”

      Harrison and David looked at me like I was insane.

      “We do, sir,” Harrison admitted. “There's a small shuttle stored in this bunker.”

      “It's functional?” I asked.

      “Should be.” David leaned forward, nodding. “It looks undamaged.”

      “You know how to fly it?” Harrison looked doubtful. “Because if you don't, it's useless.”

      A wide grin stretched over my face. “I do. Enough to get by at any rate.”

      “Well, fuck me,” David muttered. “We’re mobile.”

      “David,” I said, “You're staying here. Harrison, you're with me.”

      “Yes, sir,” they chorused at the same time.

      Harrison led me to the bunker's tiny hangar area. In it sat a Mark II combat shuttle, worn but in excellent order. I rapped my armored knuckles along its hull as I walked around the shuttle, inspecting it.

      “Been a while since I've seen one of these,” I said with a chuckle.

      “God only knows how long it's been sitting in here gathering dust, sir.” Harrison frowned.

      My Extant scanned the shuttle.

      Mark II combat shuttle.

      Systems fully functional.

      Override command code- 2112-Beta.

      I typed the code it provided me into the keypad lock on the shuttle's rear door. It opened to allow me entry onto the small craft. The shuttle's interior lights came on as I entered, and systems began powering up from the automated preflight.

      “I'd say that's a good sign, sir.” Harrison smiled as he followed me onboard.

      “She's good to go, Corporal.” I laughed. “Get strapped into the co-pilot seat. I’m going to start her pre-flight checks from my end.”

      My Extant had told me the shuttle was in working order, but I liked to do things by the book.  Especially when my personal skill with the task at hand was a touch rusty. Some things are like riding a bike, and as my fingers danced of the controls of the shuttle's helm, it started coming back to me. I had flown dropships numerous times in training simulations. Commanding officers were required to know the basics, and even beyond, just for this kind of situation.

      The shuttle's engines hummed to life.

      “Harrison, where are we headed?” I asked.

      “I suggest The Yard,” he answered. “It's the largest of those still active and not too far from Earth.”

      “The Yard it is then,” I said with a nod.

      I knew The Yard, but I had never been to it other than the brief stop the Adirondack had made there on her way out to test the new prototype drive she had been equipped with. Technically, The Yard was a shipyard, not a station. Its real name was Roosevelt Shipyard, but most folks in the service just called it The Yard.

      The place was massive. Miles of machines and production facilities searching outward from a central point. She had docking room for up to twelve ships of the line in addition to her production ports. Even the largest of fighter carriers could dock with her, and with room to spare on the massive, gleaming gantries that stretched away into the black. She centered in the Vesta Asteroid group, and in addition to her shipyard and main station, The Yard had three bases that were set up on the surface of Vesta itself and two other asteroids there. Those bases were much smaller than The Yard herself but were home to hundreds of NAF personnel.  The Yard was the perfect place to go in so many ways. She had the ships and numbers we were going to need to fight back . . . assuming she was intact.

      Tapping into bunker system, my Extant said, sensing what I needed. Hangar doors opening for departure.

      The shuttle rose out of the bunker. I turned it in the air as the heavy doors closed back shut in its wake.

      “I can't believe we're really doing this,” Harrison said.

      “Believe it.” I laughed and kicked the shuttle into gear. The Mark II screamed upward. Her engines burning hot, she shot into the black.

      And then everything went to hell.

      “Watch out!” Harrison yelled, terrified out of his mind. “Christ, it’s a shitstorm up here.”

      As soon as the shuttle had left the upper atmosphere, cometary debris was everywhere. I banked the Mark II hard to port in order to avoid crashing into a large chunk of ice and rock, streaming gasses in a lazy spiral. I brought the Mark II's weapons online with a murmured chirp, the displays coming to groggy life as I tapped a command series in frenzied motions. The old Mark II's were armed with massive forward machine guns and had a single missile launcher mounted on its underside. They weren't really designed for battling rocks and masses of ice, but one worked with what one had. I hoped that at close range, well placed shots could shift the rocks that came at us away. The chunks were tightly packed in places and drifting. It was like trying to punch through an asteroid field, but vertically and at escape velocity.

      The Mark II zoomed downward passing under another chunk of rock. Her nose came up, machine guns firing at another. The heavy barrage of rounds knocked the next rock out of the Mark II's path, bright impacts across the stony face as the shuttle slid through a narrow space clear of debris. I let out a sigh of relief that the machine guns had worked.

      Thank God for directed kinetic energy and zero g.

      “Lieutenant!” Harrison shouted as the Mark II flew straight toward a thicker cluster of chaff blocking the way out into the void.

      I locked onto the center of the cluster with the Mark II's only missile and fired. The missile flew into the dead center of the mass. It detonated there in a flash of fire and light. The blast sent the chunks of rocks and ice spinning away seconds before the Mark II streaked through where they had been, outgassing and collisions making a spectacular display as we passed through. Our hull rang like a bell with multiple impacts, and then we were through.

      “That's it,” I said, letting my breath out in a thankful rush. “We're clear.”

      Leveling out the Mark II's flight path, I set a course for The Yard. The trip was a short one, even at a casual burn, and less than two hours later, The Yard came into sensor range, and then optical view. I had kept the Mark II's engines burning at maximum in order to reach it so quickly, using up all the shuttle's power to do it. I was counting on a refuel, which was risky, but everything I did now was intended to extend to fight one more minute, or hour, or day.

      Harrison looked sick. His face had taken on a greenish tint.

      “First time in space?” I looked at him with sympathy.

      Harrison nodded, a hand covering his mouth.

      “You'll get used to it,” I assured him, trying not to smirk at his discomfort. “Or not.”

      This shuttle is being targeted.

      Weapons lock achieved.

      Suggest evasive action.

      What the hell? I thought as a voice came over the Mark II's comm.

      “This is Roosevelt shipyard to approaching shuttle craft. Do not approach. You will be fired upon.”

      I started to answer the transmission, but it continued before I could say anything.

      “Bring your shuttle to a full stop and be prepared to be boarded,” the voice ordered.

      “I suggest we do as they say, sir,” Harrison said.

      I bought the Mark II to a dead stop. A trio of sleek interceptors came roaring toward us. As they approached, it was The Yard herself that held my attention. I looked at the massive, sprawling shipyard and her sub-bases on the asteroids. I could see that The Yard had taken some damage. A fourth of her production facilities were in ruins, smashed apart. Her central mass was pock marked with hits from small projectiles, but the sub-bases on the asteroids were untouched. There were four battleships, two carriers, and some lesser ships docked around her central mass. A few of them had taken minor damage as well but they looked to be under the process of being repaired.

      One of the interceptors came into position over our older Mark II shuttle. I heard the clang of it locking onto our airlock. Its doors opened to admit a pair of soldiers decked out in sealed system combat armor, their visors mirrored and opaque. I got up from the pilot seat to go meet them with Harrison following me.

      “Hands up!” one of the soldiers barked.

      I complied. Harrison did too. We had left our weapons in the pilot's compartment so neither of us were armed.

      One of the soldiers thrust a handheld scanner out in our direction.

      “They appear to be clean, sir,” he told the one keeping the barrel of his pulse rifle aimed at us.

      “Identify yourself, soldier!” the one with the rifle ordered.

      “Lieutenant Deacon Grey, NAF Adirondack,” I said.

      “That's Extant armor he's wearing, sir,” the soldier with the scanner told his CO.

      “I can see that,” the CO snapped. “And who's that with you, Lieutenant Gray?”

      “Corporal Reggie Harrison, NAF Defense force,” Harrison answered.

      “And you are?” I challenged the CO.

      “Lieutenant Beckman, Yard Defense force,” the man with the rifle told me. “Do I even want to know what the hell you two are doing up here? Or where you got this piece of junk?”

      Beckman thumped the wall of the Mark II with an armored fist.

      “That's something of a long story,” I said, unable to stop myself from chuckling.

      “I bet it is,” Beckman growled.

      “The commander is going to want to see them, sir,” Beckman's man told him.

      “We'll be remaining onboard as you fly this piece of shit in,” Beckman said with a snort. “I don’t need a friendly hit taking out what we died to protect.”

      I was okay with that. In his place, I would have done the same. The Mark II might have been out of date, but she could still do a lot of damage if used as a suicide weapon.

      To my surprise, Beckman instructed me to set course for the surface base on Vesta instead of the central mass of The Yard itself.
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      Our weapons had been taken from us, and I was finally able to get out of my Extant armor. It was good to have the air, even the recycled air of the base, on my skin again, though the sensation of being naked without my Extant armor was a near constant. Soldiers led us to a Decon unit, and we showered and waited in a quarantine bubble while several mech techs outside of it ran full scans on us. Only then were we finally cleared to enter the real interior of the base.

      An officer was waiting on us as we emerged from the bubble.

      “Lieutenant Gray, Corporal Harrison.” The woman smiled. “I'm Lieutenant Shaw, the XO of this facility.  Welcome to The Yard. The commander is waiting for you in his office. If you'll both follow me.”

      “The Yard?” I asked. “I thought . . .”

      “You're right, Lieutenant Gray. This base is only a part of The Yard and not normally its main command center. However, after the attack, the commander thought it best to relocate our CIC here. None of the smaller bases on these asteroids were really targeted when we were hit. The minor damage they sustained was caused by debris from the battle to protect the main station up there. It's as if whoever or whatever was hurling the comets our way was unaware of their existence,” Shaw informed me.

      “I see.” Nodding, I had to admit it was a smart move. The main part of The Yard was a big immobile target up there in space. Its appearance pretty much screamed “shoot me, I'm important.” The smaller bases on the asteroids like this one though weren't anything in comparison and were likely to be overlooked.

      Lieutenant Shaw led us to the door of the commander's office. There were two armored guards outside it, and they parted to let us enter. Shaw gave us a final nod and left us to it.

      The Commander was sitting at his desk as we entered. He didn’t stand.

      “I am acting Commander Nigel Garth of the Roosevelt Shipyard. Take a seat,” he said sternly, gesturing at the two chairs in front of his desk.

      We did as we were told. The commander was a middle-aged man. His dark hair was flecked with gray, and his state of exhaustion was clear. All of The Yard was his responsibility, and given the repairs we saw in progress on my flight in, he was pushing himself just as hard as he was pushing his people.

      I felt his gaze appraising me as he steepled his fingers together in front of him, leaning back in his chair.

      “We don't know much about what's happened on Earth since the attack. Quite honestly, we assumed everyone down there was dead until you made contact. You are the same Harrison who has been sending comms messages from Bunker 62A?” the commander asked.

      “That's me, sir,” Harrison said. “One and the same.”

      “And you, Lieutenant Gray . . .” The commander's eyes cut toward me. “According to your file, you're an Extant trooper aboard the Adirondack. Care to tell me how you ended up with the corporal here?”

      “The Adirondack was destroyed, sir. Hit by a comet as we began to approach Earth. She didn't even reach orbit. I was aboard one of her dropships. Protocol Extant was activated and my men and I were tasked with finding out what had happened on Earth,” I related my story. “None of the dropships reached the surface intact. Some were taken out by debris from the comet the Adirondack engaged in her final battle. The rest . . . I don't know what happened to them, but they didn't make it. My ship crashed and I’ve been on the move ever since. Trying to stay alive. There are aliens on Earth, sir. Nasty things. I call them Lancers.”

      “There are other kinds too, sir,” Harrison quickly added. “Sort of a worker class. They seem like they are a deformed version of the, ah, Lancers, as the Lieutenant named them.”

      “I managed to link up with Corporal Harrison here at the bunker we took the Mark II from and headed here,” I said.

      “And what was your purpose in coming here, Lieutenant? Escape?” The commander asked.

      “No, sir. Not at all. I came here seeking help.”

      Commander Garth shifted uncomfortably behind his desk. “How's that again?”

      “The aliens, sir. They appear scattered and still in the process of securing the Earth. It's my belief that an organized resistance force can defeat them,” I said perhaps more boldly than I should have.

      “Corporal Harrison, do you concur with the Lieutenant's assessment of things back home?” Commander Garth asked.

      “I . . .” Harrison glanced over at me. “I don't know, sir. Maybe. There are pockets of resistance already active on Earth. They’re outnumbered and don't have the weapons they need. But they are fighting back.”

      “Lieutenant Gray, my people and I have our hands full just making The Yard operational again. We could come under attack again at any time. What makes you believe that I have the manpower to lend aid in retaking Earth?”

      “Because frankly, sir, if you don't, we're all dead. This is our chance to fight back before the aliens' bases on Earth are fully completed and operational. Every minute we sit up here doing nothing, there are people dying back home. If we don't act now, right now, we'll lose that chance,” I argued.

      “You've got stones, kid.” Commander Garth smirked. “I’ll give you that, but my first priority is our security, and then coordinating efforts to defend this system from further attack. There are stations out there that go hammered. We've been helping them along, but most are barely operational.”

      “You've had a month to do that,” I pressed him. “The Earth doesn't have any more time, sir. The human race is teetering on the edge of extinction. If aliens finish whatever they are up to down there . . . it could be the end of us. As a species. Permanently.”

      “You really believe that?” Commander Garth frowned.

      “I do, sir.” I leaned forward in my chair. “The time to act is now. And you've got the resources to do it.  I saw the ships docked at the Yard on my way in. You can spare those two carriers. They could make all the difference for the people left alive on Earth. You could offload their fighters; keep those for your defense screen here. They aren't meant for atmospheric combat anyway.”

      “Even if I give you the carriers, Lieutenant,” Commander Garth said, slowly, “I don't have the troops to fill them. I need everyone I have here. And more.”

      “There are pockets of resistance on Earth,” Harrison spoke up. “They could provide the troops. You'd just have to provide the hardware and ordnance.”

      Harrison's interjection surprised me. I hadn't honestly expected it from the corporal, but it was welcome. And needed.

      “I’ll consider it,” Commander Garth said, but it didn’t sound sincere. “I'm having the data gathered by your Extant downloaded and looked over as we speak. If it checks out with what you're saying . . .”

      “You'll give us the carriers?” I asked.

      “As I said, I’ll consider it, and that’s all I’m willing to promise without more data in front of me,” Commander Garth said with finality. “I’m sure both of you could use some food and rest. I will be in touch once I have made my decision.”

      His words were a clear dismissal, and I rose to my feet with some reluctance. He was in control, and I couldn’t afford to lose the possibility of tools that could save our people, our planet, and the entire future.

      “Thank you, sir,” I said and left the office. Harrison was at my side as we found Lieutenant Shaw waiting on us in the corridor outside.

      “I trust things went well?” she asked, far too chipper for my liking. Let her see the shitshow on earth and see if she was smiling.

      “As well as they could, I suppose,” Harrison answered for me.

      “Good.” Lieutenant Shaw's smile grew wider. “I'll show you to your quarters, but we’ll make a stop at the mess first. You guys look like you could do with a good meal.”

      My stomach grumbled at the thought of actual food. The smell hit me as Shaw led us into the mess, and I felt yet another pang for all we had lost.

      The mess was nearly empty, with a few people sitting quietly at their tables in small groups. Several of them looked up at us, but none made a move to speak, approach, or go beyond more than a casual nod. My mouth was watering from the smell of the eggs and bacon, so I went through the line and heaped portions of them onto my plate. Since it was on their tab, I took two pieces of buttered toast, a healthy helping of sausage patties, and some thick, gray, southern style gravy.

      Shaw sat with us as we ate. Harrison had been living on the bunker's rations, so he didn't attack his plate as ravenously as I did my own. The eggs tasted like heaven and the gravy only made them better. I cleared my plate in no time flat. When I looked up, I noticed Shaw staring at me.

      “Can't say I have ever seen anyone eat like that before,” she quipped, and I knew she didn’t have any brothers.

      “It's been a rough couple of days,” I told her. “I was stuck in my Extant armor. Couldn't open it up to eat.”

      Shaw nodded politely, though I could see she didn't really get it. “Things are really that bad on Earth?”

      “You have no idea,” Harrison said. “The Eastern seaboard is basically gone. Everything that was living there anyhow.”

      “And the rest, from what I saw, is like a war zone. Bodies and ruins everywhere,” I added.

      Shaw's shoulder sagged as she shook her head. “Bet that was hard to see.”

      “There are still people alive,” I said.

      The doom and gloom of the conversation must have worn on Shaw because she changed the subject, a frown pulling at her lips. “Did your new Extant live up to its rep?”

      I considered my answer. “More than that. I don’t think I’ve seen everything it can do.”

      “We don't have any Extant troopers here,” she commented.

      “Extant troopers like myself are pretty rare,” I explained. “There are units of us on pretty much all front-line battle cruisers or exploration class ships. We were meant to be the best offense—or the last line of defense.”

      “From what I have heard the techs are having a field day playing with your Extant. It's not every day they get their hands on something on the bleeding edge,” Shaw said.

      “I believe it.” I nodded. “This new Extant is more than just a tool. The thing almost seems alive sometimes. It saved my life on Earth.”

      Harrison had finished his meal, and Shaw rose from her seat, nodding toward the door. “I better get you to your quarters. I’m sure you guys could use some rest before the commander wants to see you again,” she said.

      “Any rest is good. Don’t know when I’ll get it again,” I said.

      Something in my tone earned a sharp look from Shaw, who paused at the door, turning to me. “How many bodies?” she asked.

      I knew what she was asking me. Not a number. That wasn’t what she wanted. She needed to know if there were any people worth saving. If our planet could be saved.

      “As far as you can see, there are bodies, and then there are areas with none. I think the aliens take them, and—convert them. Into monsters.” I looked around at the relative comfort and gave Shaw my own sour grin. “Blood. Death. A horror show, and all I want to do is get back and fight.”

      Shaw gave a terse nod, as if reality was finally sinking in. “You’ll have that chance. I guarantee it.”
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      My quarters were spartan in nature. A bed, a work table with a comm built into it, a chair, and a connecting small bathroom. Even so, it was much larger than what I was used to, and I had it all to myself.  The first thing I did was take a shower. I had gone through Decon upon boarding the station and was scrubbed clean before my meeting with the commander, but there was just something cathartic about hot water washing over me, the stinging spray a reminder of civilization as it was before. The sensation of being out of my armor was lush, a kind of freedom I found almost exotic. When I was done, I climbed into bed. The moment I lay down, I was out like a light.

      I was woken up six hours later by the beeping of the room's comm. I slid my feet onto the cold metal of the floor and stumbled over to it. Still fighting off the last clinging dregs of real sleep, I tapped the screen, connecting.

      “Deacon here,” I responded.

      “Lieutenant Gray,” Shaw's voice came over the comm. “Commander wants to see you again in his office as soon as possible.”

      “On my way,” I managed to answer without sounding too cranky. Connection cut, I moved with purpose.

      The station's staff had provided me with a closet full of uniforms. I got dressed in a hurry and left my quarters. The asteroid base was close to the size of the Adirondack, but it wasn't difficult to navigate. When I arrived at the commander's office, Shaw wasn't waiting on me this time. The armed guards had changed, one shift having ended and another began. They parted to allow me by them, making eye contact but saying nothing.

      Commander Garth looked even more haggard than he had at our first meeting. The expression he wore was grim, and I could tell he hadn’t slept. I took a seat in front of his desk and stared across it at him, the air between us humming with uncertainty.

      “You wanted to see me, sir.” I nodded with courtesy.

      He did the same. “Lieutenant, my people have finished checking out the data from your Extant. It confirms everything you related to me and adds to the mystery of what exactly is going on back home. You failed to mention the alien pathogen you encountered.” Commander Garth glared at me.

      “My apology, sir.” I had no excuse for not bringing it up. With everything else that needed to be told, somehow, it had taken a backseat to the chaos I’d seen.

      “Neither you nor Corporal Harrison are carriers of it—as far as my people can discern. That said, if there were traces of it on either or you or your armor, they were cleaned away by our Decon procedures. Thus, we have no sample to study or use to try to determine what we're up against.” Commander Garth’s lips pulled down at the corners, and he chose his next words carefully. “The information your Extant was carrying about this pathogen was very limited too.”

      “The Extant wasn't designed for that sort of purpose, sir,” I said.

      “I am fully aware of that, Lieutenant Gray,” Commander Garth grunted, then cleared his throat. “I’ve been in contact with the other remaining NAF bases. Many of their commanders agree with you that an effort must be made to save the Earth before things get any worse.”

      I tried to keep my expression neutral. “And?”

      “And I am going to give you the two carriers you asked me for,” Commander Garth said. “However, I will be keeping the bulk of their fighter compliments.”

      “Thank you, sir.” It took everything I had not to bust out grinning like a Cheshire cat.

      “So far, we have yet to see any kind of alien combat vessels,” Commander Garth continued.  “However, the long range scans are picking up some rather strange signatures among the debris which remains in orbit around Earth. High energy signatures but organic in nature. I find it difficult to believe that these aliens we are up against would leave the planet open for anyone to come to its aid.”

      Keeping my mouth shut, I nodded. I didn't dare risk saying anything that might make the commander change his mind.

      “I'll be assigning the Cato and the Harrell as escorts for your carriers. They will accompany you to Earth and run interference should you run into any trouble out there. They won't be staying. I want to make that clear. As soon as the carriers make orbit and your dropships are launched, the Cato and Harrell will be returning here.”

      “I understand, sir.” Things were going a lot better than I had dared hope.

      “I am placing you in command of the two carriers and the ground forces I will be loaning you, Lieutenant. A hundred marines. That's all I can spare.” Commander Garth's reluctance at parting with the marines was clear in his voice. “But you will have everything else you need. Each of the carriers will be loaded with what few ground vehicles I can provide and the weapons and ammo for you to take the war to these . . . Lancers.”

      “Thank you, sir.” I allowed myself a smile as I answered this time.

      “My XO, Shaw, will be in command of your escorts. She's one of the most experienced naval officers I have under my command and someone I can trust to get things done. You will defer to her until your two carriers and their dropships are on the ground. Do I make myself clear?” Commander Garth asked.

      “Yes, sir. Perfectly so, sir,” I said with a nod.

      “It will take some time to prepare the ships for departure. I suggest you get with Shaw and use this time to come up a plan of action.” His suggestion was really an order and I got that.

      “Roger that, sir,” I agreed.

      “You're dismissed, Lieutenant,” Commander Garth said. But as I started for the door of his office, he called after me, “Try not to get all of my people killed.” Then his brow furrowed, and he held up a hand to stop me from leaving. “Do you think you can kill them? The Lancers?”

      “I know I can, sir.”

      He gave me a terse nod. “Good. Don’t waste my people.”

      “I won’t,” I assured him.

      “Dismissed.”

      I left, buoyed with a kind of hope I hadn’t known still existed. Shaw was in the mess. The passage of time was weird in space, as day and night had no meaning other than what we as humans gave them. It was early in the morning, ship’s time, so I helped myself to a quick breakfast and a steaming mug of rich, black coffee. The caffeine hitting my system made me feel like I had died and gone to heaven. I hadn't realized how much I missed coffee until that moment, and I made every sip into a memory, because I knew what was waiting on the other end of our trip home.

      When I was finished, Shaw and I headed to a small planning room and got to work laying out the basics of how we were going to wage a war. Our goal was simple—making the best uses of the forces that Commander Garth had granted me. I called Corporal Harrison in on the meeting too. He had a lot better intel about what was happening on Earth than I did, and he had lived through the initial attack. Harrison also had contact with at least one resistance cell, which made him an expert in assets on the ground. I had only been on Earth for a few days, and much of that time was merely wandering about, trying to survive.

      Shaw called up an image map of the Eastern seaboard on the center display table. It showed what little the long range scans could tell us about the state of things in that zone. I noticed right off the places where there were massive energy signatures, concluding those had to be alien bases like the one I’d seen firsthand.  The few lesser ones were likely places where the Earth's power grid was still somewhat functioning, or there were pockets of survivors.

      “This is your show, Lieutenant,” Shaw told me.

      I shook my head, gesturing at Harrison. “No. It's his.”

      That caught both of them by surprise.

      “What?” Harrison croaked. “Bullshit. You’re in on this command. Sir.” He laughed, but it was a nervous, brittle sound.

      “You know things back home a hell of a lot better than I do, Harrison,” I explained. “Where do you think our best bet of finding support on the ground is? The only resistance cell I heard about during my time on Earth was located in Christiansburg. I don't think that's a viable option.”

      “You're right,” Harrison agreed. “There's a pocket of resistance there, sure, but not nearly the strength of what we're going to need.”

      “What about here?” Shaw pointed at a section of North Carolina filled with clusters of lesser power sources. “Near Asheville.”

      Harrison shook his head. “No. Take a look at the number of alien structures near there. That place has been overrun and wiped out. It’s crawling.”

      Studying the map intensely, Harrison glanced over at me, wanting me to make suggestion. I didn't.

      He pointed at the state of Virginia. “Roanoke. That's where we need to go. David and I picked up a lot of comms chatter from that area, though we were never able to directly make contact with them. We could hear them, but they couldn't hear us. I think there's a healthy resistance cell near that area. One big enough to fit our needs.”

      “And that's one hell of an alien energy signature only a few miles away from there too,” Shaw commented, stabbing her finger at a large, glowing section of the map near Roanoke.

      “One of the largest,” I agreed with her. “But it's also a good place to hit those bastards. Let them know we're not out of the fight yet.”

      “I want to make those things you've told us about pay, Lieutenant Gray,” Shaw said. “But is going after such a large target straightaway smart? Shouldn’t you get your feet wet? Pick off some smaller forces, if only to gather intel on their order of battle? Field tactics? Weaponry?”

      “My gut tells me it is,” I said. “We take that place out and we might just cripple the Lancers in that entire region. They'll have no place to fall back to. We can push them out and secure the area, here and here.” I tapped two locations, then gave her the uncomfortable truth. “The facts are a lot grimmer than you can imagine. The aliens split people like rotten fruit, convert humans to monsters, and have left a shitstorm of carnage everywhere they touch. They have weapons spitting energy forms that unzip us like a bag of guts, and we don’t have a strong resistance to the very disease or agent that put them in charge. In short, we’re fucked, and the sooner we take the fight to them, the better chance we have of carving out a zone of stability. We go big, or we don’t go at all.”

      “That would give us the beachhead we will need to set up shop and really start kicking ass,” Harrison said. “Once we've secured the area, it should be easy to push out from there. It’s a good start, and it’s one of the reasons this needs to be Grays’ show. This is a ground and pound now.”

      “Roanoke it is then,” Shaw consented. “I'll let the ship captains know.”

      “I'll be needing my armor back,” I said with a wry grin.

      “It's already waiting for you aboard the Lee.” she smiled back at me.

      The Lee and the Peart were the two carriers that Commander Garth had given me. I didn't plan on using them for the upcoming battle though. I would use their dropships for that, hitting the Lancers hard and fast. The two carriers were ground capable and would haul the supplies we would need in the long run. With them, we could hold what we took. My plan was to have them land a safe distance between the area of the battle and remain as a base of operations for whatever resistance fighters we could gather.

      I stared hard at the map. We would begin the war in the Star City. We would win the war one fight at a time.
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      The last time I was on the bridge of an NAF vessel, it was the Adirondack, and she ended up breaking apart in a cataclysm of shrieking metal. I had to tell myself that I wasn't an albatross; my presence on the bridge of the Lee didn't mean she would be doomed to the same fate. The Lee's captain was named Marz. He didn't really care for having an Extant Lieutenant taking command of his ship, but he was a professional, and through occasional gritted teeth, he extended me every courtesy I needed to make the mission work.

      I had suited up in my Extant armor as soon as I came aboard. That got me strange looks from the crew as I stood on the bridge, but there were multiple reasons—all of them excellent—for me to do so, not the least of which was tapping into the Lee’s systems with my Extant.

      I wasn't trained for the situation we were heading into aboard the Lee and wanted as much battlespace awareness as I could possibly find. Watching the bridge crew and their reactions to what lay ahead as it happened was one thing, having my Extant tell me what I really needed to know was something else altogether. If I had to make a call as the CO of the two carriers, I wanted to make sure it was the right one, and information was my friend.

      Our rag tag little battle group disembarked from the Roosevelt shipyard, leaving the Vesta asteroids behind. My Extant had gained full access to the Lee's systems and began feeding me data on it and the other ships in a constant scroll. I smiled to myself. If the Extant was good with single enemies, it was already proving to be solid gold when it came to ship data.

      Converting tactical data to ship scale and reconfiguring stats.

      The Lee - NAF Carrier – Behemoth class.

      Hull Integrity: 7

      Speed: 3

      Maneuverability- 3

      Firepower- 4

      Shields- 9

      Firepower- 2

      My mind drank in the data about the ship. She was the largest of the group, with most of that size devoted to powerful shield generators meant to protect the troops she carried. Her weapons were almost non-existent. Equipped only with forward mounted, low yield particle beams, her job wasn't to engage the enemy but rather to punch through whatever blocked her path and deliver her cargo.

      I began to flip through images of the other ships in the battle group, one by one, and study what they were capable of too.

      The Cato- NAF Battleship, ship of the line.

      Hull Integrity- 6

      Speed- 5

      Maneuverability- 6

      Shields- 7

      Firepower- 9

      The Cato was truly an impressive vessel. She was barely over half the size of the Lee but her hull was much sleeker. Everything about her screamed warship. There were numerous rail guns on every side of her hull, their blisters covering an impressive degree of space. The main cluster of them were placed forward on her bow, but she was able to engage an enemy approaching her from any vector.

      In addition to her rail guns, the Cato was equipped with both bow and stern missile tubes. She could put several volleys of missiles into space within the passage of a single minute, filling the battlespace with sublight steel and explosives, and many of the birds had avionics packages that verged into the intellectual range of artificial intelligence. There were no fire and forget giveaways among her missiles; each was superbly capable of real-time course corrections at full speed. Top of the line and state of the art, Cato was the best of our group—and Shaw's flagship. I understood why.

      I took a look at the Harrell next.

      The Harrell- NAF Battleship – Raptor class.

      Hull integrity- 4

      That seemed low to me, so I directed my Extant to give me a reason why. The Harrell had taken heavy damage during the initial attack on the Earth and her surrounding bases. Much of it had been repaired, but not all. Without hesitation, the Extant declared her combat ready, even in her weakened state, as did her crew, who were even now completing further repairs.

      Speed- 7

      Maneuverability- 7

      Shields- 6

      Firepower- 8

      My Extant informed me that a Raptor Class battleship's shields were normally equal to that of the Cato's. This was again due to the damage she had suffered. As vast as the Roosevelt shipyard was with all its production facilities, even its on hand supplies were limited. Commander Garth had used what resources he had to get all the ships battle ready, rather than focus on completely fixing any single vessel. It was a sort of mechanical triage, I supposed. Raptor Class battleships were built for speed and maneuverability, relying on them to give them an edge in combat. If ships like the Lee were the backbone of the line, then Raptor Class battleships were the razor's edge. They were meant to fly into the fire, inflicting as much damage from as many vectors as they could.

      Finally, my Extant fed me the info on the Peart. She was the sister ship to my carrier, the Lee, and she was a much older ship. According the file about her, the Peart had been at the Roosevelt shipyard to be decommissioned. With the attack on Earth, that was no longer in her future. The old girl had to fight.

      The Peart- NAF Carrier – Juggernaut class.

      Hull Integrity- 10

      Speed- 2

      Maneuverability- 2

      Shields- 8

      Firepower- 3

      The old Juggernaut class relied much more on armor than shield strength to protect herself and her cargo. During the era in which the Peart was built, shield generator tech was a generation or two behind what the fleet had today. Heavy armor was much cheaper and easier to equip a carrier with than high powered shields. The Peart was a hair smaller than the Lee. She was just as slow and hard to maneuver, but she did have better weapons. Though still lacking the missile tubes of a true combat ship, the Peart was equipped with older generation rail guns that, in her day, truly had teeth.

      “Lieutenant Gray!” Captain Marz called to me, demanding my attention and snapping me out the trance like state of data assimilation I had been locked in.

      “Sorry, Captain, I was . . . just getting a feel for things,” I answered.

      “We're closing in on Earth,” he told me. “ETA in five. Shaw has asked me to relay to you that the odd energy signatures the sensors are picking up in the debris surrounding Earth have increased in power levels.”

      “Patch the data you're getting from the sensors directly through to my Extant,” I ordered. I could have just called it up but I didn't need Captain Marz feeling useless or insulted any more than need be by my presence acting as his C.O.

      “You heard the man, Stephens,” Captain Marz barked at his sensor tech.

      “Doing so now, sir,” Stephens snapped.

      I blinked as the data hit the display screen of my armor's helmet, then the Extant simultaneously downloaded the key aspects of it into my mind. I could tell there was certainly something strange among the debris but couldn't figure out exactly what.

      Thankfully, my Extant could.

      Invasive organisms detected among debris field. Speculating based on size and energy signatures . . . These lifeforms are fungal in nature. Likely activated by the heat of the Sol system's sun upon closer approach to it. The debris these lifeforms are present and active upon are near stationary orbit around the Earth.

      What the hell? Why would the aliens leave Lancers on the debris in space? That didn't make any sense.  Then I realized that I had seen two different types of aliens myself and had been told that others existed. I remembered the alien base I had seen. Every part of it was bio-tech . . . including the weapons that had been mounted atop its two towers. My guts went watery as I realized what the lifeforms had to be.

      “Captain Marz!” I snapped. “Those energy signatures are weapons!”

      Marz turned in his seat to look at me like I had gone insane.

      “Sir, the debris . . . it's firing on us!” the Lee's tactical officer shouted.

      “Raise shields!” the captain's voice boomed as he sprang into action.

      I kept out of it, and it was a was good thing I did. My Extant refused to entirely cease the data stream flowing into my mind. It zoomed in on one of the closer chunks of debris to show the fungal mass, smeared upon it, growing there like some sort of tumor. A snout-like extension was rising up and out the mass's center.  It took aim at the Lee.

      A smear of green energy exploded from the thing, verging to purple as it left the organic weapon’s muzzle. It streaked through the darkness of space to collide with the carrier's newly raised shields. The heavy vessel shook under my feet from the impact, despite the shields dampening it.

      The damage taken has reduced this ship's shield to 7.

      Bleed through damage has reduced hull integrity to 6.

      “Holy shit!” Captain Marz raged. “What the hell is that thing firing?”

      That was the first shot to strike the Lee but the Cato was already taking heavy fire. Her shields glowed from the continuous stream of green energy slamming into them. The Cato was at the point of the battle group's loose formation. The Lee was to her right and the Peart to her left. The Harrell hung back behind the rest at the rear of the group, and her engines blazed now as she sped forward to engage the field of debris.

      My Extant was rattling off numbers about the Cato.

      The Cato shields have been reduced to 4. Hull Integrity has dropped to 5. Continuous damage being inflicted by the organic weapons in the debris field. Cato's shields have been eliminated. Hull Integrity reduced to 3. Power systems damaged. Speed reduced to 2. Atmosphere of numerous decks venting into space.

      The Harrell came charging forward, positioning herself between the Cato and the field of debris in orbit around the Earth. Her forward rail guns roared to life, raking across the scattered pieces of fragmented comet.  Several of them exploded into bits, the alien weapons on them destroyed in the process. This gave my Extant the data it needed to determine stats for what we were facing.

      Invasive alien weapons:

      Biotechnology.

      Recoilless Artillery

      Debris integrity varies wildly between 1 and 4 ratings.

      Firepower- 9

      That numbered chilled me to the bone. Though I could see them, I couldn't even guess at how many of the alien weapons there were. My Extant must not have been able to get a good estimate of their overall number either because it fed me no data in that regard. And their firepower . . . it was simply staggering.

      “All ships evasive action!” I heard Shaw screaming over the group wide comm. channel.

      The Cato attempted to come about and make a run for it. With the amount of damage she’d sustained, running was her best shot at escaping the fury of the alien weapons. She was in no shape to continue the engagement with them.

      The Harrell was continuing its attack on the debris. Her missile tubes joined her rail guns, spitting back to back volleys. They streaked toward their targets. The alien weapons appeared to have no sense of self preservation. They could take aim at the inbound missiles with point defense fire but didn't. Their green blasts remained concentrated on our ships.

      The Lee took another hit.

      Shields reduced to 4.

      No bleed through damage sustained.

      “Target with everything. Now,” Captain Marz barked, his eyes boring a hole into the display screens.

      We didn’t have much left. I watched as the Lee's particle beams burned into a piece of the debris.  They struck the alien weapon there, dead on. It seemed to almost shrug off the hit for a moment then burst into flames, the scorched area outgassing in spiraling jets as the device collapsed with a tremendous implosion.

      The Harrell was still attempting to take fire for the retreating Cato. I knew the ship was already damaged. Her move had been both honorable and brave.

      The Harrell's shields have fallen to 1. Hull integrity comprised. Detonation of primary drive systems imminent.

      I watched the Harrell blow apart. Fire ripped through her guts, chunks of her spinning away into the void. The light from the explosion was nearly blinding. The Lee's maneuvering had carried her far enough away from the exploding battleship to escape being caught in the blast.

      The Peart wasn't that lucky.

      A piece of the Harrell came hurling into her side. The Peart's shields absorbed the worst of it, but at a cost.

      The Peart's shields are now at 1. No damage to her hull.

      The Cato, which looked to be making a run for it, had actually been maneuvering to come at the debris from a new angle. She sped, as fast as her damaged engines could carry her, back into the battle. Her rail guns cut a swath of destruction through the mass of debris, the rounds steaking forward in a blur.

      “This is the Cato to all ships. We can't win this fight!” I heard Shaw shouting over the ship wide comm.  “You're going to have to just punch through this mess! We'll do our best to cover you!”

      I could see that Captain Marz was unhappy with his orders, but that didn't stop him from carrying them out. He leaned forward in his command chair. “You heard her! Engines to maximum power! Forward thrust!” Captain Marz barked at his helmsman.

      The Lee and the Peart pushed their thrusters to the red line—and beyond it.

      “All power to forward shields!” Captain Marz ordered as the alien weapons in the debris field adjusted their aim to engage the two approaching carriers. The Lee's shields flashed and crackled as the energy strikes from the weapons pounded them. “Target any larger pieces of debris directly in our path with the particle beams and blow them to hell!”

      I held my breath, praying that we would make it through.

      Shield power dropping. Shields now at 2 and falling.

      The Lee's particle beams struck a chunk of debris directly ahead of her. It was too large to be destroyed outright, but they did send it spiraling out of her path. We were taking one hell of a beating.

      Shields have collapsed. Hull integrity at 4.

      Then just like that the Lee was through the debris field and plunging into Earth's atmosphere.

      Minor damage to decks 4, 7, and 9.

      I was really getting sick of hearing my Extant's constant play by play of things at that point. I didn't dare shut it off though. And I was glad I hadn't when it next spoke to my mind.

      The Lee has moved beyond the alien weapon's field of fire.

      All of the alien weapons in the debris field were facing outward from the Earth. If there were others in position that could have fired at us once we were through the field, they were inactive. I wondered if the lack of direct light from the system's sun on their dark sides was why, as it would offer a neat explanation as to their combat effectiveness. With a ragged breath, I exhaled some of the tension our combat run had built up in my body.

      Some. Not all.

      Turning my full attention to the Peart now through my Extant, I watched her come barreling into the field of debris. She wasn't fully through it yet and the alien weapons were hammering her hard. I knew her shields were down, and it would be up to her armor to protect her.

      The Peart is under heavy fire. Hull integrity at 7 and falling. Hit to starboard side. Numerous hits to port. Hull integrity now at 6.

      The Cato targeted the alien weapons that were concentrating their fire on the Peart. Her rail guns sang a song of death to them. Chunks of the debris exploded, taking those closest to them with them. Some of the alien weapons shifted their fire toward the Cato, but most continued to target the Peart. The Cato had managed to clear a path for the older carrier though, and the Peart survived.

      The older class carrier was venting atmosphere from her port side, but she had made it through behind us.

      A chorus of cheers broke out all around me on the bridge of the Lee.

      “Great work!” Captain Marz's voice boomed.

      Everyone one seemed to have forgotten about the Cato in that moment except me and my Extant.

      The Cato is in full retreat. Withdrawing beyond range of the alien weapons.

      Cato shields: inactive. Hull integrity: 1.

      I called up a visual of the battleship on my helmet's display. Her hull was riddled with holes and had molten gashes cut into it by the alien weapons. Somehow, she managed to activate her jump drive. The Cato blinked out of existence, entering jump space.

      “Luck to you, old girl,” I muttered to myself. I doubted the ship could be saved when the Cato came out of jump space at the Yard. Likely, she would be scraped for parts. What mattered was that those still alive aboard her would live to fight another day.

      Flames blossomed into existence over the Lee's hull as she burned her way down through the Earth's atmosphere. The Peart followed along behind her, and both carriers leveled out as soon as they made entry.  The alien weapons had been completely unexpected, and I couldn't help but wonder what other nasty surprises we were in for. Their technology was somewhere between life and steel, and it punched far above what I would have expected for guns that were constructed of organic materials.

      “Lieutenant Gray,” Captain Marz said, turning in his command chair to face me. “Your orders?”

      My original plan had called for the Lee and the Peart's dropships to be launched from orbit. That had been impossible given the shitstorm of fire we’d just survived.

      “Right,” I said. “No point in launching the dropships from here. Bring us in as close to Roanoke as you can, captain, and land us there. Have the Peart come in alongside us. We'll figure the rest out from there.”

      “Sensors are picking up numerous alien contacts at or near our designated landing zone,” a bridge officer reported.

      “Use the particle beams and clear them out,” I ordered before Captain Marz could. “Full dispersal, nothing to be left. I want craters.”

      He glared at me but knew he would have made the same call.
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      The Lee and the Peart were on the ground.

      Both carriers had successfully made their landings, and I left the Lee's bridge to be with my marines, who were getting ready to disembark. Each of the carriers departed from The Yard with fifty troops aboard. The battle with the alien weapons in orbit about Earth had caused some causalities among them, a fact that made me boil with anger all over again.

      The Lee had lost five of her marines and seen another seven wounded. Those that remained followed me out to meet up with the marines from the Peart. The older carrier had a much rougher trip through the alien weapons and the damage she had taken was far greater than that of the Lee's. Of the marines aboard her, only thirty-eight were still battle capable, the others lost to hull breaches, interior explosions, and other minor disasters that riddled the ship during our torturous entry.

      The weapons of the two carriers had done their best to clear out the area around the landing zone as the ships had touched down, but it was up to us to finish the job, and I could tell the marines were anxious to fight. They were in their element now, not aloft and vulnerable. Here on solid ground, they could deal pain far above their numbers.

      “Spread out and secure the area!” I ordered over the general comms through my Extant helmet.

      None of the marines were equipped with Extant armor like mine. Their armor was the basic combat suits that all NAF marines were issued. It wasn't quite as tough as mine, but it was a hell of a lot better than nothing. We all carried pulse rifles and their barrels flashed in rapid succession as we poured fire into the first waves of Lancers that came at us, each creature galloping at a high rate of speed without hesitation.

      My Extant reminded me of what we were up against.

      Lancers- Invasive, hostile

      Density- 7

      Mobility- 6

      Lethality- 7

      Vitality- 7

      Organic

      I was at the head of the charge to meet the Lancers. Most of the first wave of the beasts had already been ripped apart from the barrage of pulse rifle rounds tearing into their ranks. I ducked beneath the first swing of a Lancer’s arm, the bone whistling past me with lethal intent. Somehow this particular bastard had gotten lucky, only taking a shot to its left shoulder, the gaping wound leaking a fetid green pus that spattered as it wheeled to strike again. The wound didn't stop the monster from trying to kill me. The arm passed over me again as I dodged, then its guts exploded outward as I fired my pulse rifle with a three-round burst. Each shot connected dead center mass, and viscera joined the repulsive fluid that sprayed out from each fatal impact.

      The Lancer shrieked and went down. It was thrashing about in the dirt, making sounds like a mewling animal in its death throes. With each roll, it tightened its own intestines around the quaking body, tangling limbs until it was wrapped like a fungal burrito. I sent the thing to hell with a burst of fire that crumpled in its face.

      The battle was raging all around me. Marines were shouting amid the cacophony of pulse rifle fire.  Here and there grenades detonated, each concussive burst answered with a shower of gore. We had numbers on our side in this one.

      Lancer approaching from left flank!

      I spun to meet the creature. Its mouth was twisted in a snarl that showed yellow, razor-like teeth. Its eyes were overgrown by fungus, but the thing still knew exactly where I was. My pulse rifle barked. A trio of rounds blew holes in the Lancer's chest, hurling it backward away from me. Shards of bone and streaming innards leapt outward, signaling a near-fatal wound, but my Extant flashed with expert appraisal.

      Maximum six damage points inflicted. Lancer's vitality reduced to 1. Finish it.

      I frowned. I didn't need the fucking Extant to tell me that I couldn't risk leaving the thing alive.

      Two additional Lancers closing fast.

      I fired a burst into the Lancer at my feet in front of me and looked up to see the others.

      Lancer has been eliminated.

      The two new Lancers were working together. One of them came at me high, the other low. Their sword arms slashed in a timed unison that belied a predatory intellect beyond simple animals. I swung my upper body sideways, narrowly avoiding the first set of arms, but the other creature's blade made contact with the leg of my armor. Sparks flew as its blade met the metal there. My armor held.

      No damage taken. Blow delivered with insufficient force to penetrate.

      But the blow knocked me hard enough that I staggered, and I fell onto my back with a stream of curses.  I fired upward at the creatures, my shots wild as I hoped for a lucky hit. I got it. A round pieced the closer Lancer's groin, reducing it to pulped meat. A massive artery began to spray, and my Extant flashed again.

      5 damage dealt to Lancer. Enemy is temporarily incapacitated.

      The Lancer stumbled a few steps away before sprawling out onto the ground, squealing in pain. The other Lancer took a stab at it. The blade of its right sword arm sunk into the dirt next to my head. My eyes bugged as I rolled away, the swords arms swinging and connecting as I struggled to my feet, good and pissed at being reduced to fighting like a goddamned turtle. I felt its blade thud into the back of my armor as I scrambled upright.

      Extant armor has taken 1 damage. Capacity remaining- 7.

      The thing's sword had hit me hard but not enough to overcome my anger and desire to stand. I whirled about, bringing my pulse rifle to bear. The blast I fired, at such close range, ripped the creature in half.

      Power of weapon increased by proximity. Damage dealt 7. Lancer eliminated.

      My Extant gave me no new warning of other Lancers coming at me. I caught my breath as I looked around. My troops were driving the Lancers back and away from the ships into the surrounding woods.

      “We've got them on the run!” I shouted over the unit-wide tactical comm. “Don't let up!”

      I rushed forward to re-enter the battle that had moved far passed my position. Not wanting to find myself in melee combat with the Lancers again, I stopped just short of where my troops were mingled with the alien monsters, firing from there. My pulse rifle kicked against my shoulder where I braced it. A stream of pulses ripped into the back of a Lancer that towered over a wounded marine. Green pus exploded over her from the exit wounds that my shots tore through the creature.

      Targeted Lancer's vitality now at 2.

      I stared at the alien monster in disbelief as it stayed on its feet despite the damage I had done to it.  The creature howled out its anger as it came bounding in my direction. I fired again, and this time the thing went down. A fresh set of holes punched through its torso.

      Damage to Lancer- 5. Lancer eliminated.

      “Would you shut the fuck up!” I yelled at my Extant. I knew I needed it. It gave me an edge over everyone and everything else on the battlefield, but at the moment the adrenaline coursing in my veins made me angry at the calm tone in the midst of a raging firefight.

      Lancer approaching from right flank, the Extant warned me, thankfully ignoring what I had said.

      The Lancer rammed into me before I even had time to swing around toward it. Tackling me like a football with swords for arms, the thing took me to the dirt beneath it. Spittle flew from its snarling lips.  Drops of it hit the face plate of my armor. The Extant had sealed up my armor before I had ever left the safety of the Lee. I didn't have to worry about being contaminated by anything the creature might be carrying in its bodily fluids. Besides, I had bigger worries. The bastard was on top of me, smashing its head forward into the face plate of my armor for a knockout blow, but my armor cushioned me enough to prevent that.

      I used the leverage the attack had given me to throw the raging Lancer off of me, hurling the thing far enough to earn a little daylight. Rolling away, I got out of the reach of the thing's swords before it could use them. The creature and I got to our feet at the same time, standing only a few feet from each other. My pulse rifle roared as I fired it on full auto. Its rounds pulped the Lancer's mid-section in an explosion of alien gore, and I kept right on blazing away at the creature.

      Damage dealt -6.  Damage dealt -5.  Damage dealt- 6, my Extant droned on with each shot that hit the Lancer.

      Lancer eliminated, the Extant told me.

      What remained of the Lancer lay on the ground in twitching masses of steaming guts.

      Something came at me from my left, and this time, my Extant gave me no warning. I spun to see Sergeant Clay. His eyes went wide at the sight of my rifle trained on him, hands raising in surrender.

      “Warn me, goddammit!” I snapped and lowered my weapon.

      “That's it, sir,” Sergeant Clay stammered. “Fight's over. The one you just wasted was the last.”

      I glared at Sergeant Clay. I was pissed at myself, not him. I had nearly put a round through his heart.

      “You sure?” I asked.

      “As sure as we can be, sir,” he said.

      That wasn't good enough for me. I used my Extant to tap into the Lee's sensors array. I didn't use them directly. Instead I boosted the power of my Extant itself. I could almost feel my Extant reaching out into the woods in search of more of the alien creatures, but there were none to be found within the mile radius around the two carriers that the Extant scanned.

      “It's clear,” I said to myself as much as to the sergeant.

      “Thought I had lost you there for a second, sir.” Sergeant Clay eyed me cautiously.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I was just using my Extant to check things out for myself.”

      Sergeant Clay whistled, impressed. “I have heard a lot about those things. Guess most of it was true, huh?”

      “They're just a tool, sergeant,” I said. “Like that pulse rifle in your hands.”

      “If you say so, sir.” Sergeant Clay nodded.

      “Get a perimeter set up. I don't want those fuckers coming back to catch us with our pants down,” I ordered.

      Sergeant Clay gave a grim nod, approving of my vigilance.

      I watched him go, barking orders of his own at the rest of the soldiers nearby.

      We had won this battle easily. The Lancers, violent as ever, seemed to have been caught off guard by the NAF military's return to Earth, but I didn't let it go to my head. I knew just how rough things were going to get, and soon. Now that we had established a beachhead to push outward from, we'd need to move quickly to keep any advantage we had. I looked to the south. Somewhere in that direction was the giant alien base that we would be storming. Lord willing, the thing hadn't been finished yet, because I had plans to turn it into a smoking hulk.

      Turning my attention to things that had yet to be done before we could press on, I walked back toward the Lee and the Peart. Commander Garth hadn't had many land vehicles at his disposal to equip us with, but he’d been as generous as he could given the tight circumstances. Aboard the two carriers were three APCs and a pair of Markham tanks, and I planned to make good use of them in the hours that lay ahead.
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      The men were ready to move out an hour after securing the vast field the carriers had landed in. All attempts to make contact with the supposed nearby resistance cell had failed. I began to question if the aliens had some means of jamming our signals. It didn't seem likely—at least not in the conventional sense.  However, I wasn't ruling out the chance that the things were using something beyond our experience to keep us from making contact with the resistance cell. I remembered the Adirondack and how no one had seen the comet coming at her until it was too late.

      The Lancers had kept well away from the ground we held. I knew they were still out there, but as to what they were doing, that was anybody's guess. The forward scouts I had dispatched along our proposed route toward the alien base reported sporadic confrontations with the Lancers, and almost always in the wooded sections of our path. The Lancers were sticking to the trees and using them as cover to sneak up on the advancing scouts, but we were keyed in to their tactics, so for the aliens, each attack had been a glorified suicide run.

      The scouts paused from time to time to check out buildings they passed. Most were abandoned, or full of rotting corpses. There were a few scattered reports of survivors. When the scouts found them, they sent the survivors running back in the direction of the Lee and the Peart. We took them all in, turning no one away. Our goal wasn't just to take back the planet, but save the human race too. We weren't going to do that by leaving people to die.

      Captain Kepler of the Peart went so far as to formally protest my decision to do so. We didn't have the resources or time to effectively put even the number of survivors we were finding through proper Decon.  Kepler was deathly afraid that my allowing the survivors inside our perimeter would put us all at risk. I would admit it was a gamble, but it was one that I was willing to take for the simple fact that human lives were too rare to ignore among the carnage around us.

      I put the medical staff of both carriers to work studying the remains of the Lancers we had slaughtered in the landing zone. Some of them were more than just medics—they were full-fledged doctors, and the more we could learn about the aliens, the better off we would be in the long run.

      My place, as I saw it, was on the sharp end. I placed Captain Marz in command of the two carriers and headed out with the marines as we began our push toward the southward lying alien base. I sent scouts in other directions than just the alien base as well, intending to kill aliens and find more vehicles. They had succeeded spectacularly, returning with over a dozen hydrogen cell powered four wheelers. The four wheelers were nearly silent—and fast. They would come in very handy in the days and weeks ahead.

      My grand plan of moving out as quickly as possible came to a crashing halt as a group of scouts finally reported making contact with an organized resistance cell. Gathering their forces and adding them to our own would greatly increase our chances of success when we attacked the base. Not really trusting the comms gear anymore, I opted to head out to the scout's location and meet up with the representatives of the resistance cell in person.

      The trip was a short one. I took one of the looted four wheelers, and it flew through the woods just as it was meant to. When I arrived, my group of five scouts were milling about a building that looked to have once been a general store. With them were three heavily armed men.

      I brought my four-wheeler to a stop, parking it in the store's lot. As I made my way toward the small group, one of the three men moved to meet me. The man stood about five foot ten, with salt and pepper graying hair that poked out from under the combat helmet he wore. I could see from how the man carried himself that he had a military background. I guessed his age as being in the mid-forties. He was well built and muscled. The combat armor he was wearing was long out of date, but he wore it with the air of a salty veteran.

      “You the C.O. of these boys?” the man growled at me.

      “I am.” Nodding, I offered him my hand.

      He accepted it and we shook. “I'm Pete Vargas. And before you ask, I was NAF Navy but I am retired now . . . or at least I was until those creatures showed up,” he told me.

      “Lieutenant Deacon Gray, Protocol Extant trooper of the NAF Adirondack,” I responded.

      “You're just an LT?” He cocked an eyebrow at me.

      “I was,” I said with a chuckle. “Now I am acting commander of the forces sent to Earth to begin the process of retaking her.”

      “I don't even want to see the paperwork on that one.” Pete laughed. “I guess being an Extant trooper has its advantage. Always heard you guys were the best of the best.”

      “We try.” I shrugged as he looked me over, appraising the armor I wore.

      “I hear you're in charge of the resistance in these parts,” I said.

      “What there is of it anyway.” Pete nodded. “I've got about thirty men, most of them older like myself with time spent in the service or hot-headed kids looking for some payback. We're holed up not far from here.”

      “I could use you and your men, Pete,” I told him. “We're about to make a move against the large alien base to the south.”

      “Get us some proper gear and we would be glad to join you.” Pete grinned.

      I had to respect the guy for sticking it to me over the gear. It meant he cared about those he was leading and didn't want to send them into the fire without any chance of coming back.

      “I can do that,” I assured him. “Weapons, ammo, and armor aren't an issue. We brought plenty with us. I could use some intel though.”

      I intentionally let my words hang in the air to see how he would answer.

      “Be glad to give it too but not here,” Pete answered. “I can't stand being out in the open like this.  Those things are everywhere around here—or were until you showed up. Still, I ain't a fan of taking chances.”

      I called to one of my scouts. “Give the coordinates of the LZ to his men. Tell them to head there A.S.A.P.”

      Pete smiled at me. “Thank you.”

      “Don't thank me yet,” I said. “I’m going to need you to climb on that thing over there and ride back with me. We've got a lot to discuss and time is not on our side.”

      “Understood.” Pete nodded. “Can you drive that thing?” he asked, casting a gimlet eye at me.

      “Almost,” I said.

      He laughed. “Good enough.”
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      I called a meeting aboard the Lee. Captain Marz, Captain Kepler, the Lee's chief medical officer Dr. Scott, Pete Vargas, and I gathered in the ship's conference room. I gave the floor to Pete and ordered him to tell us everything he knew about what had happened on Earth and what we were up against.

      “Well, for starters, those bastards hit us out of the blue. Using kinetic energy weapons, they pretty much wiped out the defense fleet and overwhelmed the orbital weapons grids,” Pete said. “Some of the bits of debris that made it through did a hell of a lot of damage down here on the ground too, but that was just the start of things. Amid the chaos, those things you call Lancers, they just started springing up out of nowhere.  We were already fucked . . . power and comms down in numerous places. And people were getting sick, too.  The Lancers attacked anywhere they could, but in the early days, those things took away more people than they killed. We didn't have a clue what was happening to the poor bastards those things dragged off. Not until later. We started figuring out that it if you were captured, getting sick was a given. It just assured it. That was when we started to see that there were more than just the ones you call Lancers out there.”

      Everyone in the room was quiet, fixated by Pete's tale. Me included.

      “Go on, Pete,” I urged him.

      “There was something out there in the air that was making folks sick. Those Lancer things carried it.  Some sort of disease, a virus maybe. Once you got it, that was it. The few doctors still alive couldn't do anything to cure the shit once you had it. We tried to take care of the infected, but soon realized that was a mistake. A fucking big one, too. This virus, or whatever it is, it turns you into those Lancers. Rewrites your very DNA according to one doc I met. He had it, and spent his last days trying to cure himself before he turned and I put a bullet in his skull. He called the process of what it was doing to him Rewiring. It fit, you see. The shit that folks were getting was changing them into the very monsters we were fighting.”

      “I can confirm this,” Dr. Scott spoke up. “What we have gleaned from examining the Lancer bodies your men brought to us Lieutenant Gray is rather disturbing. The Lancers were once humans, and were indeed changed into what they are now by a virus of alien origin.”

      I was glad Dr. Scott didn't get too technical with what he was saying. It made him easier to understand.

      “I'm not finished,” Pete growled.

      I motioned for him to continue.

      “Those Lancers aren't the only kinds of creatures out there. Some of the folks who got sick never fully made the transition into those things. They ended up big, dumb, deformed versions of them,” Pete said.

      “Partials.” Dr. Scott nodded where he sat at the far end of the table from me. “That would make sense.  Some people might be more resistant to the virus. Their immune system wouldn't be able to fully fight it off and save them . . . but it could, forgive me, screw the transformation somewhat.”

      “That's being kind, doc,” Pete said. “Those Partials are fucked up beyond recognition.”

      “Pete . . .” I said, not wanting him to get sidetracked from the information he was providing us with. “What else do you know about the aliens?”

      “They tend not be active at night, when it's cooler. Something about the cold really gets to them. Sort of like it's turning them off somehow.” Pete looked at Dr. Scott.

      “That makes sense too.” Dr. Scott frowned, appearing to think things over. “These creatures, the virus, all of them are fungal based. Cold and a lack of light could be crippling to them.”

      I slapped an armored hand down on top of the table. “That's why not all the alien weapons in the debris field around Earth were functional. The ones on the debris's dark side were inactive, but there was no light or heat there.”

      Captain Marz and Captain Kepler exchanged a glance. “I'll be damned,” Captain Kepler said.

      “That's why they weren't still shooting at us when we punched through the debris field and entered Earth's atmosphere. The ones on that side were turned off,” Captain Marz agreed.

      “Maybe we can come up with a means of using that disadvantage against them.” I smiled inside my armor.

      “I'll get to work on that,” Dr. Scott promised.

      “What else?” I pressed Pete.

      “What else is there?” Pete challenged me. “Everything else, you've seen for yourself. Those things have pretty much succeeded in wiping out the human race.”

      “From how you talked, I got the impression that there are more types of these creatures than just the Lancers and Partials.”

      Pete had been talking a lot with his hands. Whether he always did that or was just nervous from everyone else staring at him, I didn't know. He stopped, going still when I asked about the third kind of alien creatures.

      “This is one more, ah, type of those things we ran into. Pretty rare though. We call them Collectors.”

      “Tell us about these Collectors,” I ordered him.

      Pete swallowed hard. “Well, they seem to be the brains, I guess. Big, nasty sonsabitches. Tentacles and glowing eyes. If the Lancers are the soldiers, those things are like their tanks. More than that though. Like I said, they are the head of the snake. The Lancers respond to them like our boys would their commanding officer. You never run into a Collector without a group of the others around. That's why we have never gotten close to one of them.”

      “How do they control the others, Pete?” Dr. Scott asked. “Do they talk to them?”

      “How in the fuck would I know? Weren't you listening? I've never gotten close enough to one of them to know what the hell they are doing. I saw one of them die once, though. One of my boys hit the pack of Lancers protecting it with an RPG. Blew the Lancers to shreds. That Collector though . . . it didn't just die. It went up in a secondary explosion that came from it. Reminded me of kicking a mushroom. A cloud of toxic crap just burst out of it. My boys who were close enough to breath it in . . . they all got sick.” Pete's voice grew quieter. “I couldn't save any of them. Everyone one of them turned into something else. Had to put them down.”

      “I see,” Dr. Scott said gently. “Your mushroom analogy may be more spot on than you intended. If these things are a fungal life form, which all the evidence we have points to them being, what you described could be a sort of self-destruct bio-function built into these Collectors.”

      “And it wouldn't just keep us from getting our hands on one of their bodies,” I added. “It would infect everything around the dying creature too. Adding to their numbers.”

      “Yes it would.” Dr. Scott smiled in agreement.

      “So we’re dealing with at least three confirmed forms these aliens take on after the pathogen transforms its human host,” I said.

      “Hold on,” Dr. Scott said. “We don't know that these Collectors are born of the pathogen like the Lancers and Partials are. They could be the real aliens behind all of this. Mr. Vargas, you haven't directly seen anyone infected become a Collector, have you?”

      Pete shook his head. “I don't guess I have.”

      I looked over at Dr. Scott. “Bottom-lining it, we don't really know do we?”

      Dr. Scott frowned. “No. I suppose we don't. Not without getting our hands on one of them.”

      “Then that's something we can add to our list of things to do and try to make it happen at some point,” I said. “But our current objective remains unchanged. We need to hit that base as soon as we can. Every second we waste is more time for those things to get organized.”

      “We could use the carriers,” Captain Marz suggested. “They aren't built for ship to ship combat, but surely they could blow the hell out that base.”

      “No,” I said firmly. “We can't risk losing them. They need to remain on our base here. Not to mention they’re our only way out if things go pear shaped.”

      “He's right,” Captain Kepler agreed.

      I didn't care for Kepler. For an officer, the man was a blatant coward. He disgusted me when you really got down to it, but I was stuck with him. The Peart was his, and regardless of the man's cowardice, many of her crew were loyal to him. Besides, I had enough problems to deal with as it was. Displacing him would create more trouble than it was worth at this point.

      “Vargas, you're with me,” I said, bringing the meeting to a close. “Captain Marz, the carriers are yours. Hold our position here at all costs.”

      “Yes, sir,” Captain Marz said, looking uncomfortable at calling a mere LT sir.

      Commander Garth had given me full command of the carriers and everything aboard them. It was, in truth, an awkward situation for everyone. I didn't think I would have any problems out of Captain Marz. Captain Kepler worried me, though, because even in the worst of situations, a desk officer will always look out for the same thing.

      Their own career.
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      If the alien creatures cared that we were approaching them, they showed no evidence of it. I ordered a recon drone launched and tapped into it my Extant so that I could get an aerial view of the alien base and the surrounding area. I flew the drone over my own forces before sending it toward the base, a single pass that let me see exactly what the battlespace—and our readiness—looked like.

      Seventy-four marines from the Lee and Peart marching in column accompanied by twenty-nine resistance fighters. Two Markham Tanks at head of column. Three Armored Personnel Carriers moving alongside main group. Two on right flank, one on left. Providing ground vehicle class stats now . . .

      Markham Tank

      Armor integrity- 9

      Firepower- 9

      Speed- 3

      Maneuverability- 2

      Markham Tanks were the best the NAF had in service. They were worlds beyond the older Abrams class. Their bodies were thickly armored, and they could shrug off RPGs like insect bites. They were laser resistant, too, with ablative plating coating the gray metal of their armor.

      The long barrel of their main gun extended forward and was designed to fire a devastating plasma blast that could inflict damage on starships in low orbit. In addition to the main gun, each Markham carried a top mounted anti-personnel cannon. It fired bursts of armor piercing flechette rounds, their angry wasp sounds a sure sign that death had arrived for ground troops in the way. The sides of tanks were rigged with secondary anti-personnel weapons that could be activated if whatever enemies they were engaged with got too close. They were designed to explode outward, away from the tank, into the ranks of those closing on it. Impressive, yes. Were they enough to stand up to the weapons of the alien base? I had no idea.

      Standard NAF Armored Personnel Carriers

      Hull integrity- 7

      Firepower- 5

      Speed- 6

      Maneuverability- 5

      I had to remind myself that the stats were being shown to me in vehicle scale. The pulse rifle I carried had a damage factor of 7. That appeared higher than the APC’s top mounted machine gun. But it wasn't. The stats were on two different rating scales. The APC’s machine guns were actually far more powerful.

      Having looked over my own forces, I sent the drone flying onward to the South. We were less than a mile away from the base now, and the flight was short. We elected to hit the base after nightfall, when temps were on our side and alien activity might be limited. Dr. Scott had backed the retired navy man up saying that cold could likely affect the alien creatures, and if the slight chill in the air slowed the Lancers even just a bit, changing the timing of our attack was worth it.

      I got a good look at the alien base up ahead through the drone. It was just as large as I had imagined it would be, with three black, organic looking towers that rose upward from its center. Atop each of them was a wicked looking cannon that bridged the world between metal and flesh. I had heard from others I had run into since returning to Earth that the things spat some sort of liquid light, whatever the hell that meant, which ate organic material like acid.

      Unable to provide accurate stats for alien structures. Best estimate as to Armor Integrity- 10. Speed and Maneuverability - 0 as structures are immobile.

      No shit, Extant.

      Updating . . . my Extant told me. Concentric rings of energy moving up and down bodies of tower structures. It is likely that these are bio generated energy shields. Rating . . . 6.

      I frowned. The things had shields, too.

      We were just going to have to hit them that much harder. The weapons atop the three towers hadn't engaged my recon drone. I had intentionally kept it from getting too close. Changing the angle of its sensors, I got a look at the Lancers and Partials surrounding the base. The one I had encountered before had four or five dozen creatures around it. Most of them the Partial kind at work on finishing up building the things. I could see that these towers weren't fully completed yet, but the number of creatures near them was far higher.

      Ninety Lancers present outside of alien structures.

      Invasive

      Density- 7

      Mobility- 6

      Lethality- 7

      Vitality- 7

      Organic

      Another thirty-five creatures designated as Partials present.

      Invasive

      Density- 2

      Mobility- 4

      Lethality- 5 (due to sheer strength)

      Vitality- 5

      Organic

      Well, shit. We really were in for a fight. The Lancers might not be carrying guns like we were, but the things were nasty. And they outnumbered us even without accounting for the Partials that were with them. I didn't know what to expect from the Partials. I knew they had superhuman strength, but in my mind they were more of a worker class and less specifically designed for warfare. I wasn't holding out hope that they might simply run when the battle began. There was no sign of the third type of alien creature Pete Vargas had told us about, which I found odd given the concentration of life around the towers.

      I broke my Extant's connection to the drone and turned to look at Pete. He almost seemed to be glowing. The man was happier than a fox in a hen house, but I knew that would change once the shit started flying. Things were about to get interesting, and not in a good way.

      Opening a channel to Robbie in the battle group's only tank, I asked, “Robbie, do you think you can hit those weapons atop the towers from here?”

      “Yes, sir,” Robbie answered.

      “Then stand ready on my mark,” I ordered. “All APC units, prepare to advance on the enemy base, steady as we go. Everyone else, use them as cover. We're moving in.”

      The armored personnel carriers rumbled out of the woods toward the alien base, my men advancing behind them. The aliens had known we were there all along. Lancers came pouring from the base to meet us, arms waving like angry ants, but on a scale that made me instantly believe hell was real.

      “All units, fire at will!” I shouted over my helmet's comm.

      The top mounted machine guns of the APCs opened up on the approaching Lancers. They cut swathes of death through the front ranks of the creatures as rounds spangled off bone and gristle, chewing into the invaders.

      7 damage dealt. 7 damage dealt. 6 damage dealt. My Extant rattled off rapidly trying to keep up with each of the falling Lancers.

      The Lancers were moving fast though—and as we were advancing, our ranks closed far more quickly than I’d anticipated. As the first of the Lancers reached the APCS, I watched to see what would happen.

      A Lancer came shrieking up to the APC on the right flank. Its gun could down many of the things but this one, and others with it, had made it through the vehicle's field of fire. It stabbed the blade of its right arm into the APC's driver side wheel. It blew.

      Damage to Armored Personnel Carrier's wheel 7. Vehicle's mobility impaired.

      The sword had done more than just pierce the wheel's reinforced rubber. It had damaged the ball joint and other things holding the wheel in place as well. The APC jerked, its forward motion coming to a stop. The Lancer died quickly as a marine stepped out from behind it, hosing the Lancer with her pulse rifle on full auto. Her shots ripped the Lancer apart, beginning with three rounds to the chest that shattered every bone into a daisy chain of flying gristle and ribs.

      Rapid fire from Pulse rifle- damage 7 to Lancer in multiple areas of its upper torso.

      The APCs had gotten my men as close as they could. They held their positions now, and my men spread out as they stormed the alien base, weapons firing in a rapid, controlled pattern. Their fire discipline was excellent.

      Alien weapons atop the towers are powering up, my Extant informed me.

      “Robbie!” I yelled. “Take them out!”

      Still concealed to some degree by the trees surrounding the base, the tank's main gun boomed.  Robbie had timed his shot well. The concentric rings of energy moving up and down the length of the alien tower the tank had fired at were well away from the gun when the burst of plasma from the tank struck it.

      Damage dealt 9.

      The alien weapon that had been in the process of powering up exploded. The blast was like a bomb detonating. It took the entire top of the left tower with it, and part of the wall collapsed in a bizarre folding motion, with sheets of fluid raining down onto the ground.

      “Well that’s fucking gross,” I said, but I was smiling.

      “Yeehah!” I heard Pete cry out next to me even as his pulse rifle blazed away at an approaching Lancer.

      My Extant fed me an image of the NAF tank as its main gun rotated on its turret to target another of the alien weapons. It fired again just as the alien weapons let loose. Blasts of liquid light struck among the marines rushing the towers.

      Updating . . . Recalculating data on alien weapons. Damage inflicted on areas struck by their blasts- 10.

      I watched in horror as my men died. The liquid light lacked the boom of the tank's main gun but the damage it had done was insane. The blast from the middle tower vaporized half a dozen of the marines and left three more missing limbs. The weapon on the right tower hit us even harder.

      Area damage- 12.

      It seemed impossible but the shot took out another seven marines and several of Pete's resistance fighters with that single shot.

      On the upside, Robbie's second shot was just as dead on as his first. The plasma made it through the alien shields and badly damaged the left tower's weapon. The wicked looking, spiked weapon slumped atop the tower, smoke pouring out of its mangled form. With a muffled boom, something gave inside the gun, and it too began leaking bright fluids down the tower, deflating visibly.

      Then I didn't have time to pay attention to anything but my own situation. Seven Lancers were converging on Pete and myself.

      Pete was doing his best to hold the creatures at bay, but his pulse rifle alone wasn't up to the task. I joined him in the fight, jerking up the barrel of my own rifle at one of the Lancers. Squeezing the weapon's trigger, I blew a hole through its chest.

      Damage inflicted- 6.

      The Lancer collapsed to its knees. Green pus oozed out of the hole in its chest. The thing's head swayed atop its neck. It had no eyes to glare at me with but I got the impression that was what the creature was doing anyway. I finished it with a second burst of fire that turned its head into a spray of pulp and brain matter.

      Targeted Lancer eliminated.

      Two of the Lancers had managed to get within melee range of me. I ducked as one swung the blade of its right arm at the side of my helmet. The other came at me, thrusting its left arm blade at my hip. It impacted at a different angle than the creature had intended. That was all that saved me from it sliding into my hip like a chef cutting steak.

      3 damage to armor sustained! Integrity holding.

      The two creatures were so close I was having a hard time dealing with them. I managed to fire off a burst into the legs of the Lancer to my right. The burst cut them out from under it, shattering joints and bones with each hammer blow.

      2 damage dealt to Lancer's right leg. 3 damage dealt to Lancer's left.

      The Lancer went down. It wasn't out of the fight, but I was able to maneuver out of the reach of its blades, whirling about to engage the Lancer on my other side. Its right arm blade came slashing through the air at me, and out of pure combat instinct I blocked the attack with the body my of pulse rifle. Sparks flew as the two weapons met one another. The body of the pulse rifle held instead of being cut in two, but the blow destroyed its functionality, leaving me with an expensive club. I flipped the rifle around in my hands, thrusting its butt outward. It slammed into the Lancer's throat with a loud thud.

      Damage dealt 1. Lancer is stunned.

      Again, I had bought myself time but hadn't put an end to the Lancer I was fighting. The Lancer reeled backward, doubling over as I pressed my attack on it. I raised the pulse rifle over my head and brought it down onto the Lancer's skull. The butt of the pulse rifle splintered apart from the impact but did its job. The Lancer's head caved inward, revealing pink brain riddled with fungal lobes.

      Mortal wound! my Extant exclaimed. Lancer eliminated.

      Dropping my broken rifle, I jerked my sidearm free of the holster on my hip. I worked the pistol's slide, readying it as another Lancer came bounding at me. The pistol cracked in rapid succession as I poured three shots in the fucker, exultant as each round went home. The first hammered into its right shoulder with a sound like splitting meat.

      Damage dealt to shoulder- 2.

      My second and third shots punched holes in the Lancer's fungus-infested chest.

      Lancer eliminated, the voice of my Extant inside my mind told me.

      Pete Vargas had taken out the other Lancers around us. That gave me the chance to finish the one I had rendered mostly immobile—or at least thought I had. The Lancer was using its sword arms to pull itself in my direction. The mangled masses of its torn apart legs were being dragged along behind the thing in a pathetic dedication to fighting that I chose to end there and then.

      “Get off my fucking planet.” I took careful aim and put a shot from my pistol between the fungal masses covering what once had been the thing's eyes when it was human. The Lancer's head snapped back atop its neck as the shot exited the rear of its skull in a jet of gore.

      Shot accuracy- 100%. Targeted Lancer's brain destroyed.

      The Lancer's corpse flopped into the dirt and lay there with a pool of green growing around its open skull.

      “Keep pushing forward!” I heard Pete yell over the unit-wide comm.

      An explosion shook the battlefield as the Markham tank disintegrated. It blossomed into a ball of expanding fire as pieces of its main body blasted outward from it like shrapnel. Two marines were caught by them. A piece of the tank's debris buried itself in the back of the first marine to be hit. He slumped to his knees with its ragged edge protruding out of his chest. The other marine hit by the tank's shrapnel like debris lost her head. A piece of it spun by her, taking her head from atop her shoulders as it passed her like a whirling knife, glowing hot and cauterizing the wound to leave a bizarrely clean corpse that fell, stone dead and headless.

      We were taking much heavier losses than I had hoped for, but I wasn't about to give the order to fall back. This battle had to be won and we looked on the verge of doing just that.

      The forward marines were well inside the alien's perimeter, having slashed through the defending Lancers. Now, my marines were engaged with the numerous Partials. The bodies of the Partials lacked the dense armor of the Lancers and the fire from our pulse rifles was tearing them apart. The Partials were still managing to get in some strikes, as their natural aggression made them lethal at close range.

      A Partial grabbed up a marine near it, crushing the woman's armor and body alike in a bear-like hug before another marine put a burst of fire through the thing's head. I couldn't help but be impressed by how strong the fucking things were, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t cheerfully kill every last one on the planet.  Another Partial punched a fist clear through the chest of a marine as I watched. The thing ripped its hand free of the dead man's body, flinging it aside. My legs were pumping under me and my breath was coming in ragged gasps as I closed on it, gun raised and aiming even as I got close enough to see the remnants of its human features. My pistol cracked twice as I fired two well aimed shots into the thing's hideous skull. The Partial toppled over, leaking pus from where its nose had been and a second larger wound in the forehead.

      Maximum damage dealt with each shot. 5 and 5 respectfully. Alien Partial destroyed.

      “We need to take out that last tower!” I shouted at Pete, my eyes snapping up to the massive structure.

      The tower's weapon crackled with energy again as it fired on one of the armored personnel carriers.  The APC never stood a chance. The liquid light washed over the APC, melting its armor to slag. More marines died as the vehicle's ordnance and fuel cell blew, sending pieces of its armor outward in a cacophony of whistling debris.

      “On it!” Pete answered me. He swept up an RPG that lay next to the corpse of a fallen resistance fighter and took aim at the alien weapon atop the middle tower. The backside of the weapon burped flames as the projectile it fired streaked toward Pete's target. This time the concentric rings of shielding met the incoming fire. The RPG exploded as the shield rings entirely absorbed the blast.

      No damage rendered to alien weapon. Grenade blast intercepted by alien shields.

      “Fucking shields!” Pete roared, flinging the empty launcher away.

      The weapon of the middle tower fired again. Its beam of liquid light was more than a just a flash this time. It poured from the weapon in a continuous stream that swept over the battlefield, cooking Lancers, Partials, and my men alike before finally lighting up another of the APCs. The APC went up in flames. Its armor slumped, then fell apart in a sullen flow.

      Warning! Directed energy continues to flow to damaged weapon atop right tower. Overload imminent. Expected blast radius will engulf entire alien base.

      Oh, shit, I thought. My Extant hadn't told me how long I had to get myself and my men out of the blast area. From the increasing tendrils of smoke that leaked from the damaged weapon, I knew it wasn’t long.

      “All units! Fall back!” I barked over my helmet's comm.

      Pete Vargas's head whipped around at me. There was anger burning in his eyes.

      “What the . . .?” He stared at me. “We've got them on the run!”

      What he said was true in part. The Lancers and Partials that had been guarding the towers were nearly wiped out. But those that remained were putting up one hell of a fight.

      Pete didn't have an Extant. There was no way he could know about the overloading weapon.

      I pointed at the smoking alien weapon atop the tower.

      “It's going to blow!” I shouted at him. “And when it does, we don't want to be here!”

      The retired Navy man looked up at the overloading weapon and loosed a torrent of curses.

      “We have to move!” I yelled already running back the way we had come.

      The remaining marines and resistance fighters ran for their lives with the two of us, a forest of legs moving in desperate unison.

      My back was to the alien weapon when it blew, but my Extant showed me the event on my helmet's display. Cracks burst open in the body of the weapon, leaking liquid light. For a second, the thing just sat there, smoldering, then the unit cut loose like a fuel-air bomb.

      The explosion washed away all three of the alien towers and everything still close to them. I had a good lead away from the shockwave that followed but it still lifted me from my feet and sent me sprawling into the dirt, cutting a groove with my body as I bounced painfully over the turf.

      I saw a wedge of sky. Then I saw nothing at all.
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      I don't know how long I was out, but when I came to I found Pete leaning over me. The world was bouncing under me. Confused, I rolled over onto my side despite Pete telling me to keep still. I saw that I was in the rear of a jeep. Pete shoved me onto my back again.

      “Extant armor or not,” he growled, “you hit your head pretty hard, kid. Just stay where you are, goddammit!”

      No real damage sustained from explosion's shockwave beyond bruises and temporary loss of consciousness, my Extant said. Rapid heal drugs administered by armor.

      I realized the armor injecting me with the drugs was what had woken me up. My head was still swimming but things were slowly coming into focus again. I fought the urge to puke, letting the drugs sear my bloodstream for a moment before I even tried to blink.

      “That place went up like someone setting off a small M.O.A.B.” Pete shook his head above me in the rear of the jeep. There was disbelief in his voice. “What the hell kind of power was that thing running on?”

      “Who the fuck knows?” I grumbled at him. “I take it we got the job done?”

      “And then some.” Pete smiled. “That base is gone. Nothing more than cooked corpses and rubble now.”

      “Thanks for getting me out of there,” I said.

      “What? Did you think I was going to leave behind the guy who let me really hit back at those bastards for the first time?” Pete chuckled. “No, kid. I need you around so we can really get this war started.”

      I laughed. It hurt like hell. The Rapid Heal my armor had hit my system with was working, but I wasn't a hundred percent yet.

      “So now that we've got ourselves a secure place to work from and the carriers are as safe as they are going to be here, what's the plan?” Pete asked.

      “You tell me,” I said, finally managing to sit up. “You've been at this longest.”

      “Not like this.” Pete frowned. “At best, I was just annoying those bastards, riling them up.”

      “Still . . . I bet you've got a target in mind.” I laid an armored hand on his shoulder.

      “Yeah,” he said with a nod, “I guess I do.”

      “Tell me about it,” I urged him.

      “There's a place not far from here where those things have been handing off anyone they capture to be transported. It's not a real base like the one we just took out,” Pete told me. “I think that is where we should hit them next. Maybe get lucky and add some numbers to our side in the process if we hit it while there's a group of captives being handed over.”

      “Assuming they aren't infected.” I sighed.

      “Yeah, that's true.” Pete looked at me with a great sadness in his eyes. “There is that to worry about, I suppose.”

      The jeep came to a stop. There were other vehicles following along behind it that ranged from pickups to four wheelers. The sole remaining APC was with them. I looked them over, trying to gauge the amount of combat ready soldiers we had left. My Extant understood what I was attempting to do.

      Thirty-eight combat effective marines and eleven resistance fighters present in looted vehicles.

      I gave a sharp nod at the sound of the Extant's voice in my mind. It was rough to take in how many men and women we had just lost in a single battle. Thankfully, it was one that mattered. The only alien base in the nearby area had been destroyed, and that gave us the freedom to press forward with our carriers secured. I hadn't seen any type of airborne alien fighters and doubted that any existed. Surely if they had, the things would have hit the carriers with them by now.

      No, I believed our lines to be as secured as they could be for the time being. We had air superiority, if only because the aliens were entirely ground based. For now.

      “Rally the troops and let them know they are in for another fight,” I ordered Pete. “Then we need to have a serious talk about this place you want to hit next, and its defenses.”

      “Yes, sir.” Pete laughed and leaped from the jeep, already barking orders at the men and women in the other vehicles.
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      Pete can be a very convincing guy. I learned that quickly. Our talk about how to handle the prisoner transfer point confirmed that for me. I wanted to go in guns blazing and just take the place like we had the alien base.

      Maybe I was just soaring high from the victory. Maybe I just wanted another one, and fast.  Regardless, Pete talked me down, leading me to reason. The best way to go at the transfer point was small group tactics, especially if we were going to try to save any human captives. We had more than enough four wheelers to make that work, and I agreed with his plan after a moment of cold logic.

      The main body of our battle group would follow us, taking up a position where they could easily be called in for support. In the meantime, Pete, myself, and a handful of others from his men and mine would advance quietly on the transfer point.

      We reached the hill above the transfer point somewhere near mid-morning, the sun high and our nerves on edge. Pete had brought along two of his men, Soule and Jenkins. Soule was a big guy. He stood a good foot taller than my own six foot three, and he was thick from head to toe. He carried an old school, belt fed S.A.W. and a shotgun strapped to his back. His hair was a sandy shade of blonde, cut short to reveal a head the size of a bucket. He didn’t say much but had the air of a great soldier, taking orders with ease and remaining focused on our task at all times. When I asked Pete about Soule, he told that the big man had served in the NAF infantry when he was younger.

      That explained a lot about how he handled weapons—and his demeanor. Jenkins, on the other hand, was a freak. He was a fidgety little man with a thing for knives. Jenkins had knives on his belt, the sides of his boots, in sheathes on his arms, and his pulse rifle was fixed with a bayonet. His beady eyes were always flitting about nervously and his dark hair an unkempt mess atop his head. I took an instant dislike to Jenkins, who had an air of unfocused violence around him like a storm cloud.

      I brought two marines as well. Corporal Sanderson, a soldier who liked everything in perfect order, and Miller, a young grunt with an eagerness to get things done. Our little group didn't mix well but we didn't have any major issues, and everyone knew who was in charge.

      Me. That kept them all in line. My Extant armor was intimidating enough on its own, but I was also the guy who had just won the first major victory against the alien fucker turning earth into their fungal farm.

      We dismounted from our four wheelers a good distance from the transfer point and approached it on foot. Creeping up the hill in full stealth mode, we stopped at the top. Lying on our stomachs, binoculars in hand, we got a look at what was waiting for us on its other side.

      In the valley below, there was a holding cage of sorts, and inside it was around a dozen people. Some of them looked to be in the first stages of the change we had labeled Rewiring. Those in the process of changing were on the far side of the cage from the others that appeared to be fully human.

      Holding cell for human prisoners is composed of same growths that appear on the bodies of Lancers.  It is invasive and organic in nature. Hardened fungal bars. Integrity rating- 6.

      Surrounding the cage were half a dozen Lancers and three alien creatures of a type I hadn't encountered before. I knew they had to be what Pete had called Collectors, and they were far larger than the Lancers, with bio-armor that looked thick and durable. Instead of just having fungal growths that covered sections of their bodies and heightened muscle density, the things made me think of tanks. They had actual exo-skeletons of bone that covered the bulk of their forms, with a sense of engineering to the shape.

      Instead of arms, the Collectors had numerous tentacles that poked out through their bio-armor, whipping about in the air. They each had six short legs instead of two, and their overall shape was reminiscent of a beetle, if that creature had been designed in the bowels of hell. Their heads were human in shape and atop their bizarre bodies, and unlike the Lancers, the Collectors had eyes. Even in the sunlight, the eyes of the Collectors seemed to have a sickly, yellow glow to them. All of the aliens, Collectors and Lancers alike, seemed to be waiting on something as they milled about around the cell of humans.

      I didn't care for being outnumbered as we were, but Pete had been right about coming as a small group. It gave us the element of surprise, and a much better chance of saving the few humans held inside the cage if we could strike hard and fast, with minimal warning. The only thing that truly worried me was that the Collectors were each carrying something that looked to be a weapon. In their tentacles, the Collectors clutched objects that resembled twisted guns, reminiscent of the weapons atop the alien towers.

      That meant the Collectors needed to be taken out first.

      “Hit 'em hard and fast?” I asked Pete who was lying in the grass beside me.

      He nodded, never taking his eyes from the cage.

      I gestured for Sanderson and Miller to come around on the aliens' right flank while Pete sent Soule and Jenkins left. That left the two of us to head straight down the middle, directly at the aliens.

      As we got moving, my Extant came alive. It poured data into my mind and showed me stats on my tactical display.

      Cage contains eleven humans. Four female, seven male. Two females and one male infected with alien pathogen. Others appear uninfected. Six Lancers present in defensive formation surrounding holding cell. Three aliens labeled Collectors present. Extrapolating stats.

      Collector.

      Invasive

      Density- 10

      Mobility- 6

      Lethality- 8

      Vitality- 8

      Organic

      Each Collector is armed with an energy weapon similar to those encountered at towers. Small versions. Best estimate as to damage level- 9.

      Pete and I waited for the others to get into position. As we did, I asked, “You ready for this?”

      A grin parting his lips, Pete answered, “Yes sir.”

      I started to give the order to move in over the comm. but never got the chance. The group of Lancers divided in two, each charging toward the positions we had sent our men to. Even as the Lancers charged them, two of the Collectors opened fire at Pete and me. The third held back behind them, staring in our direction. How the fuck had the things known where we were? I didn't have time to try and figure it out, as a bolt of energy struck the ground in front of me, only inches away from turning my face into pulp.

      “Fucking ‘shrooms!” I yelled, rolling sideways, and returning fire with my pulse rifle.

      Pete was in just as much of a mess as I was. Energy blasts from the Collectors' weapons stabbed into the dirt of the hill near him too, hurling dirt and roots skyward with each punishing blast.

      My pulse rifle throbbed in my hands as I let loose on full auto. Three shots smashed into the Collector that had fired at me, but it didn’t go down. They were tough.

      Targeted Collector has taken 5 damage.

      The people trapped in the aliens' holding cage who weren't infected were going nuts. They ran to the bars, trying to tear through them as they called out to us for help.

      I saw Corporal Sanderson and Miller engaging the Lancers coming their way. The barrels of their pulse rifles were blazing away at the creatures, savaging their armored bodies with each direct hit. One Lancer lost an arm to their fire. Another died, its chest ripped to shreds.

      It wasn't enough to stop them.

      The fastest of the Lancers reached Sanderson and thrust the blade of its right arm into his guts. He gave a loud grunt of pain as his rifle fell from his hands. The Lancer jerked the blade free, sending strands of purple intestines flopping out in the blade's wake. Sanderson tried to yank his sidearm clear of the holster on his hip, but the Lancer's left blade came around in an arc that sliced clean through Corporal Sanderson's neck. His head was sent bouncing along the road as his body collapsed, spurting lifeblood in a last declaration of his existence.

      Lancers have engaged Pete Vargas's men, my Extant informed me.

      My eyes moved in their direction, and I was sure that Soule and Jenkins had been overrun too. One of the Lancers attacking them was down, its body riddled with holes and twitching on the ground. The Lancer going after Soule had used one of its arm blades to slice away the barrel of his S.A.W. but Soule was swinging the heavy weapon like a club at the creature, trying to keep it at bay. Jenkins had somehow lost his pulse rifle, too. The little man was parrying the swings of the Lancer facing him with the blades of his knives. The two of them danced, diving in and retreating, each trying to sink a blade into the other.

      Another blast of energy near me snapped my attention back to my own predicament. Pete and I were pinned down on the top of the hill where we couldn't advance. We continued to trade fire with the Collectors, and I was worried about the caged survivors. My Extant picked up on my thoughts.

      A short burst of fire directed at the cage's door may be enough to damage its integrity to the point of freeing the captive humans within it.

      “Okay,” I muttered as if my Extant were alive. I knew it was constantly learning and bettering itself.

      I waited for a lull in the fire from the Collector's blasts coming my way and rose up just enough to try for the shot. My Extant guided me. The tactical display of my helmet showed me exactly where and how to shoot. I squeezed the trigger of my pulse rifle, firing a single round. It struck the fungus of the cage, breaking open its door. The humans who weren't infected came rushing out of the alien structure. I ducked back to the ground as a beam of alien energy sliced through the air above me.

      “Pete!” I shouted. “We have to cover them!”

      The retired Navy man leaped into action. He rose up from the ground like a maniac, his pulse rifle whining as he emptied its magazine at the three Collectors. His insanity forced the aliens to wildly dash away toward cover, the rate of fire searing the air around them. Pete paid for his bravery as a bolt of alien fire slammed into his right arm. He screamed, losing his footing. Tumbling down the hill, Pete bounced along its slope, cursing the entire way.

      It was all enough of a distraction to give me the chance I needed to break from my cover. I rose up too, running down the hill, firing as I went. A Collector staggered as fire from my pulse rifle opened the front of its exo-skeleton. The thing shrieked a high-pitched death cry before it blew apart like a bursting mushroom.

      A cloud of gray spores spread out like a cloud of gas around where its body fell. Some of the fleeing humans were caught in it, dropping to their knees, coughing and clawing at their own throats like gas victims in World War One. Thankfully, not all of the captives were caught by the cloud. Two women managed to escape it, their legs pumping like pistons as they dashed into the woods across the road. One woman looked to be in her mid-twenties, with short blonde hair and the build of a runner. Her long legs never let up, and her face was a grim mask of determination.

      The girl with her was much younger; I guessed her to be around seventeen. She had scarlet hair and pale skin. Both of them were dressed in the filthy, tattered remnants of the clothing they had been wearing when the aliens captured them.

      I heard Pete still trading fire with the two Collectors and got my head back in the game. Soule was down. One of the Lancers had stabbed him repeatedly in his gut. His hands covered the wreckage of his stomach, and blood poured through his thick fingers. Jenkins was close to him, engaged with a Lancer. Its arm blades shone red, and fragments of human clothing fluttered on the blades like flags.  Not far away lay the corpse of a Lancer with a knife protruding from the side of the thing's neck, buried to the hilt.

      I was impressed that Jenkins had managed to kill one of the creatures in such a fashion. It was a testament to just how skilled he was with knives. As I watched, Jenkins blocked the Lancer’s swing at him, dancing back and to one side in a fluid movement worthy of a dancer. The blades of the knives in his hands met the Lancer’s arm it in the shape of an X. As the creature pulled its arm blade back to strike again, Jenkins leaped at it. He buried the blade of a knife deep into its upper leg, tearing upward with a savage twist. The Lancer wailed in pain and fury, but Jenkins only pressed his advantage, not content to wound the beast.

      His other knife plunged into the Lancer's heart, piercing its sternum with the sound of crackling glass.  Jenkins whirled about as two more Lancers came at him from behind. I took aim at one of them. My pulse rifle bucked in my hands as I squeezed its trigger.

      Headshot! My Extant exclaimed. Mortal wound. Damage doubled to 10. Lancer eliminated.

      There was no time for me to get a shot at the other Lancer as it came roaring in on Jenkins. The little man was drawing a new set of knives from his belt as the thing thrust one of its arm blades into his body just below his rib cage. The creature jerked the arm blade upwards. Blood flew as Jenkins opened up from the bottom of his ribs to the underside of his chin. I hadn't known the man well-- honestly, I didn't even like him.  But seeing him die in such a fashion really pissed me off. I fired at the Lancer, a snap shot from the hip as I turned to get a better position.

      Glancing blow. 1 damage dealt to Lancer.

      My shot scraped across the creature's right shoulder. Its head whipped about in my direction, cocked sideways, as if it was trying to figure out where I was. It didn't take a genius to see that things hunted by sound.  I felt vaguely dumb for not figuring that out earlier. But as I watched the Lancer now, I knew it was the truth, and adjusted my thinking on the fly to assume that sound was my enemy, as much as the Lancers

      Somehow the Lancer located me with its hearing. I don't know if the thing locked onto the sound of my breathing or my heartbeat, but it came charging at me, all clacking bones and sweeping blades. I put the thing down hard, hosing it on full auto.

      Multiple hits to target. Repeated damage of 6 inflicted. Lancer vitality reduced to negative 12.

      An energy blast struck a tree near where I stood. It tore at the bark, sending splintered bits of wood flying, and nearly set the tree on fire. I saw the Collector that had taken the shot at me getting ready for another with the strange, spiked weapon clutched in its tentacles.

      The Collector was wounded. Pete had put a hole in the front of its exo-skeleton, and slimy fluid leaked down its chest and legs in a pustulant cascade. The Collector and I faced each other like old west gunfighters, each hoping for the faster shot.

      I knew I wasn't going to make mine in time.

      That was when the blonde woman saved my life. She had come sprinting back out of the woods, snatching up the arm blown off a dead Lancer. The woman jumped onto the Collector's back, driving the arm blade into the back of its neck with a brutal twist as the point went home. The Collector let out a shriek of rage and despair, shaking as the alien weapon fell from its tentacles. The woman was already running away from it as the Collector blew apart in a shower of gray spores. Nearby, I heard the voice of the young girl.

      “Fucking gross!” she shouted.

      The last of the Collectors was making a run for it, multiple legs hauling the thing along the road at a speed that seemed impossible for something that big. Pete dropped it with a shot into the back of the thing's head, punching out through its face in a fountain of pink and red chunks. Its body burst apart a fraction of a second later, filling the air with a miasma of spores and fluid.

      And just like that, the battle was over.

      Everything grew still. Miller had survived the battle untouched and had dealt with the last of the Lancers in a calm, professional manner. I was impressed by the kid. He had potential. Jenkins and Corporal Sanderson were dead, and I saw Pete rushing to check on Soule. Vargas had taken a hit to his arm. It didn't look too bad, but I wanted to get it treated as quickly as possible. God only knew what being hit by one the alien blasters could do to a person, and losing more people to Rewiring was something we could not tolerate.

      The two girls were the only survivors still around from the few humans that had escaped from the cage.  They stood watching us, their stance a cautious one, ready to bolt at any moment if the need arose.

      “Soule is dead!” Pete shouted over at me. “Bled out!”

      I nodded my head sadly. “Understood.”

      “What about them, sir?” Miller asked, gesturing at the woman and the girl with his rifle.

      “We're right here, ya know?” The girl frowned, apparently insulted by his comment. “We can hear you.”

      I walked over to the pair of them, meeting the woman's eyes. “Thanks for saving my ass back there.”

      “You're welcome,” the woman said but didn't smile. “Now would you mind telling us who the fuck you guys are?”

      I laughed at that. “My name is Lieutenant Deacon Gray, acting commander of the battle group sent by Roosevelt shipyard to retake the Earth.”

      The woman's eyes bugged as if she was unable to believe what I was saying.

      “Really?” the girl asked, hope in voice.

      “Really.” I nodded. “What are your names?”

      “I'm Stefeni Tredway, and this is Camille. She's been looking after me since my brother got turned into one of those things.”

      “What about your parents?” I asked.

      “Dead. The aliens killed them weeks ago. My brother was taking care of until . . .” Stefeni's words trailed off as if she couldn't bring herself to vocalize what had happened to her brother a second time. I could see the glint of tears in the corners of her eyes.

      “Nice to meet both of you, Camille,” I said to the woman. “Even under these circumstances.”

      Her eyes grew hard. “That's Dr. Keaton.”

      “What?” I stammered, shaken by her cold response. You'd think a bit more gratitude would have been forthcoming from her, but no.

      “You can call me Dr. Keaton, Lieutenant,” Camille told me.

      “Yes ma'am.” I nodded.

      Pete had bandaged up his own arm and came up to us in a hurry.

      “We need to go, Deacon,” he urged me. “This was an important place to those things. More of them could be coming any minute.”

      “Roger that,” I agreed. “If you ladies will follow me.” I smiled at the two of them.

      Pete took point as we made our way back to where he had left the four wheelers.

      “No way!” Stefeni shouted as she saw the vehicles. “I get to drive one of those?”

      I shook my head. “I think it's best you ride with Dr. Keaton. That is if you think you can handle one of these . . . doctor.”

      Camille shot me a smug look. She hopped onto one of the four wheelers, cranking it up.

      “You just lead the way Lieutenant,” she said with a smirk. “We'll be right behind you.”

      Pete laughed. “Doctor's got some punch. I like her already.”

      I sighed and fired up my four-wheeler. “We’ll see. There’s a difference between balls and sass.”
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      “Wow!” Stefeni said, taking in the view of the two carriers. They were an impressive sight despite the battle damage they had taken. I imagined to her, given her age and all she had been through, that they seemed enough to retake the entire planet with. I knew better.

      After Camille and Stefeni had grudgingly undergone the standard Decon for folks we rescued from the field, I led them aboard the Lee. Camille was trying to hide it, but I could tell she was impressed too. Pete could handle everything that needed to be done with the troops.

      Captain Marz met us with the three of us on the way to the carrier's medical bay.

      “Glad to you see you made it back, Commander Gray.” Marz said.

      I didn't correct him that I was still technically a lieutenant, despite being placed in command of the battle group. If it helped him to deal with being forced to take orders from someone beneath him in rank, the man was welcome to call me by whatever title he wanted.

      “How have things been here?” I asked.

      “Good,” Marz answered. “We’ve had a few of those Lancers come at the perimeter, but not in numbers that were a real threat. And if you would, please introduce me to your new friends.”

      “This is Stefeni and Dr. Keaton,” I told him.

      Marz gave Camille an appraising look. “You're a doctor, ma'am? That's fantastic. Dr. Scott can use all the help he can get trying to figure out how those aliens tick.”

      “I'm not a medical doctor,” Camille said. “I'm a botanist.”

      I cocked an eyebrow inside my helmet. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah,” Camille said. It was a touch hostile, like she expected me to give her grief for not being a medical doctor. She had no idea how important she was about to become.

      “The aliens appear to be plant based,” I said.

      “They are.” Camille nodded decisively. “Fungus anyway.”

      “Then the lieutenant stumbling onto you was a true stroke of luck,” Captain Marz said, grinning.

      “I'd be glad to help in any way that I can.” Camille returned his smile. “But if you don't mind, I would like some food and a shower first.”

      “Of course!” Captain Marz tapped the personal comm he wore on his wrist. A yeoman appeared from around the bend in the corridor.

      “Mr. Mantlo, please show these to ladies to some quarters they can use during their stay with us,” Captain Marz ordered. “And make sure you take them by the mess on the way there.”

      “Yes sir!” Mantlo barked. “If you ladies will follow me.”

      Stefeni hesitated, staring at me. “Lieutenant . . .”

      “Call me Deacon,” I told her.

      “Deacon, sir . . . will we see you again?” she asked.

      “Count on it,” I promised. Giving my word to her reminded me of the woman who had died in my arms not long after I arrived back on Earth. I gave her my word I would find her husband and save him. I hadn't. I resolved to keep my word this go around come hell or high water.

      Stefeni was still smiling at me as she and Dr. Keaton followed Yeoman Mantlo, disappearing around the same bend in the corridor he had emerged from.

      “That Dr. Keaton seems like a tough one,” Captain Marz commented. “I think she's going to be a real asset to us.”

      “Let's hope so,” I said. “But what we really need is a better means of fighting those creatures out there.”

      “Got any ideas?” Captain Marz ventured.

      “One,” I answered.

      “Well I'll leave you to it then, commander.” Captain Marz nodded. “Just let me know if you need anything from me.”

      I headed to the quarters I was using aboard the Lee. I knew they had been assigned to me, but I hadn't really had the chance to get acquainted with them. All that mattered to me in the moment was the fact that they had a comm I could use. Leaving my armor on, I took a seat at the work desk in the center of the small, spartan room that would likely be my home for some time to come. Using my Extant, I activated the comm and tied it into the Lee's long-range communications system.

      Lieutenant Shaw's face appeared on the screen in front of me.

      “I see you made it back to The Yard,” I said, perhaps more smugly than I should have.

      “Lieutenant Gray,” Shaw growled. “Or should I call you Commander Gray?”

      Shaw was the XO of The Yard, second in command only to Garth. She had played a large role in helping me get the resources I currently had at my disposal. Shaw had also risked her life aboard the Cato ensuring that my two carriers made it to Earth's surface. I was already in her debt but didn't really have anywhere else to turn to for help. Commander Garth had made it very clear that he wanted as little of a part in my attempt at retaking the Earth as possible. His priority was the other stations and bases that had survived within the Sol system.

      “How about just Deacon?” I asked.

      “Fine.” Shaw sighed. “What do you want, Deacon?”

      “I need help Lieutenant,” I said sincerely. “The assets I have down here are limited. We're vastly outnumbered and tasked with the impossible.”

      “And what do you want me to do about that?” Shaw asked, frowning. “Garth has already given you everything he's going to, and we both know it.”

      “Agreed, but I was hoping you might know of somewhere closer than The Yard where we might find help.” I stared intently at her image on the comm. screen.

      “There's not much left around Earth,” Shaw told me.

      “But surely there has to be something,” I pressed her.

      “Do you know how much trouble I could be looking at just for having this conversation with you, Deacon?” Shaw asked.

      “Yeah. I do. And I appreciate it.” I put on my most thankful smile.

      “Let me check on something,” Shaw said. I watched through the comm as she keyed what appeared to be several access codes into the terminal she was using. I waited without saying anything more.

      “There is a surviving Lagrange point base near Earth,” Shaw told me. “It's called FiveDark. Classified as hell, too.”

      “And named for a mathematician?” I asked.

      “It's home to some sort of deep black research facility,” Shaw explained. “Whatever was being done there was off world and—and off the mainframes.”

      “Wait a second,” I said as I remembered where I heard the name of base from before. “Is that where. . .” I started, but Shaw answered me before I could finish.

      “Protocol: Extant was created there,” she said with a chuckle.

      “I'll be damned,” I muttered.

      Shaw heard me and said, “Let's hope not. You're the only hope the folks on Earth have left down there, Deacon.”

      “Can you send me the base's coordinates without putting yourself at greater risk?” I knew just how hard Commander Garth would come down on her if he found out she was handing such highly classified data over to me.

      “It's sent,” Shaw told me. “But keep in mind you're not going to find more soldiers there. The place is fully scientific in nature.”

      “That's perfect,” I assured her. “I have people at work on figuring out a better means of fighting the creatures down here. That base could make all the difference. Thank you.”

      “Yeah, sure. Just try not to get yourself killed, okay?” Shaw said.

      I ended the transmission, leaning back in my chair at the work desk as I thought things over. The legs of the chair thudded onto the floor as I used my Extant to contact the man I need to talk with.

      “Dr. Scott here,” he answered.

      “Doctor, how goes things with developing the weapon we discussed?” I asked.

      “Not as well I would like,” Dr. Scott answered. “The rumor mill says you found a botanist out there, Dr. Keaton. That's a huge thing, Lieutenant. Her help should speed things along greatly. These things we are fighting . . . they are fungus based.”

      “I know,” I reminded him gently. I might not be a doctor, but I wasn't an idiot either.

      “But you have to keep in mind, Lieutenant, that even given Dr. Keaton's help, we may not have the materials on hand to implement whatever we do come up with. The tools we have to work with aboard these two carriers are limited,” Dr. Scott said.

      “I've got that covered,” I assured him. “There's a scientific installation in orbit that is supposedly still intact. I am planning on heading up there as soon as possible.”

      “That's fantastic news,” Dr. Scott exclaimed. “But before you do, there's one thing we could really use from you right now.”

      “Oh?” I waited on him to go on.

      “We've been studying the Lancer corpses that your men brought on board in the wake of the battle when we landed. We can only learn so much from a corpse though, Lieutenant. What we need is a live specimen of the alien fungus,” Dr. Scott told me.

      “You want me to get you a live Lancer?” My eyes bugged inside my helmet.

      “If you want us to be able to proceed at the fastest possible rate in figuring out how to fight those things, yes. That's exactly what we need,” Dr. Scott answered. “We can easily rig up one of the quarantine areas in medical to act as a cell for the thing and the information it would provide us with would be priceless.”

      “Consider me on it, doctor.” I nodded toward him reassuringly. “You'll have your Lancer before I leave.”

      “Thank you,” Dr. Scott said.

      My talk with Dr. Scott came to an end. I stared longingly at my bed only a few feet away. Getting some sleep wasn't going to happen right now, as there was just too much that needed to be done. I left my quarters and went to track down Pete Vargas, murmuring to myself about live Lancers and stupid lieutenants who chased them.

      I found the retired Navy man in the Lee's mess. Several of his men were with him, so I skipped the food and only poured myself a mug of black coffee before joining them where they sat.

      “Didn't expect to see you again so soon, Lieutenant.” Pete grinned at me.

      “Such is life.” I shrugged. “I didn't expect to be here either.”

      “So, what's up?” Pete asked, tilting his head at me.

      “A lot.” I smiled wearily. “But the first thing I need help with is capturing a live Lancer.”

      Pete whistled. “You're shittin’ me, right? Those things don't ever stop fighting. I've seen one of them lose its legs and still keep dragging itself on.”

      I chuckled at that. “Yeah, me too. I think I was there for that one, but I’m dead serious. Dr. Scott and his team need one of the Lancers alive so they can study the thing.”

      Pete frowned. “We've cleared out most of the things from this region. Doubt we'll get lucky enough to find any of the creatures close by.”

      I tilted my head, agreeing. “That's why I came to you. I figured you might know of somewhere we could find one without venturing out too far. We're not prepared for another major engagement yet, so we need to take one of the things as quickly and quietly as we can.”

      Pete appeared to be thinking as he sat staring at me. “Well, my boys and I have heard rumors of another base that was being built not too far from here. Just north of Blacksburg. Whether or not that base was ever finished, I got no idea. But it's a safe bet if there are any Lancers still in this area, that's where they'll be.”

      “Okay then,” I said. “Gather up about four or five of your best guys and meet me outside the Lee in a half hour. I'll scrounge up the gear we'll need. We’re going hunting.”

      “Roger that,” Pete said, and his grin was genuine. I’d found the right man for the job.
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      Pete was already waiting for me when I came out of the Lee carrying two packs of gear. I had some tasers and a tranq rifle, all military grade and up to the task, I hoped. The Lancers were once human. The Rewiring process had changed their biology a great deal, but I still hoped that one of the two would knock a Lancer unconscious. Once it was down, pumping the thing full of sedatives was the only option we had in keeping it that way. Dr. Scott assured me that at least in theory doing so should work.

      Pete assembled a crew of hardasses made up of three men and a woman. The woman caught my eye immediately. She was in her early forties, with a hard, lean body and a dark, flopping ponytail of hair down her back. Pete introduced her as Maggie. It was easy to see that she had a lot of experience using the sawed-off shotgun she carried, as it looked like it was made for her hands.

      The ages of the three men varied wildly from young to old, with one salty bastard being well over sixty.    He wore an NAF infantry jacket and had the demeanor of a veteran. The old guy went by the name of Rigby.  Whether that was a nickname or not, Pete didn't say. The youngest of Pete's crew was a kid that couldn't be older than eighteen. His face was freckled beneath the red mop of hair atop of his head, and he was introduced as Smiley. The last member of Pete's crew was a dour hippie named Warren. He wore a tie-dyed shirt and ragged jeans to go along with a slouch and general air of irritation.

      I handed out the gear I had gotten together. Pete, Maggie, and Warren took the tasers while Rigby laid claim to the sole tranq rifle I had managed to dig up.

      The six of us mounted four wheelers and departed from the small secured area surrounding the Lee and the Peart, and it began to sink in that we were on a bug hunt that could determine the fate of our world.

      “Remember to duck,” I told myself, as we pulled away toward destiny.

      The trip took us through some densely wooded areas, but we didn't run into Lancers along the way.  Pete was proven right that most of the area near our landing zone was clear of the creatures. The sun was high in the sky above us as we rode on northward.

      About an hour out, we came upon a survivor. The sound of a BMW bike drew our attention to him. The bike's engine was making a terrible racket as the man came bouncing over the crest of a hill into our path.  Scared the hell out of me.

      I jerked my four wheeler into a rough left turn to avoid colliding with his bike. The man was just as startled as I was, only not so lucky. In trying to dodge my four wheeler, he lost control of his bike. It toppled over, skidding along through the grass as the man screamed.

      Pete and the others slammed on the brakes of their four wheelers. I had already managed to bring my own to a halt and was off it, running toward the man. I easily lifted his bike off of him with the enhanced strength that my Extant armor gave me, exposing the man’s injured leg. The limb had been trapped under the bike. It didn't appear broken—just bleeding. He was unconscious and looked barely alive. It wasn't just the wreck that made him look like that; he was well on his way to starvation. His skin was drawn up tight against the bones of his face, eyes sunken and smudged with exhaustion.

      “Medkit!” I snapped at Pete.

      Smiley came sprinting over and passed one off to me, and I yanked the kit open and went to work, doing what I could for the poor bastard I had almost killed.

      “Where the fuck did he even come from?” Warren snarled.

      “Doesn't matter,” Pete grunted. “He's with us now.”

      The man came to as I finished up bandaging his bloody leg.

      “Who . . .?” he stammered.

      “I'm Lieutenant Gray,” I told him. “Just hang in there. You're going to be okay.”

      “Do you have any water?” The man winced as he stared up at me. His eyes were glassy and flat.

      Smiley handed me his canteen from his belt. I unscrewed its top and gave it to the man, and he started chugging it down.

      “Go easy,” I cautioned him.

      The man lowered the canteen from his lips. “I'm . . . my name is Carroll.”

      “You've got to be one tough bastard to have survived out here this long by yourself,” Pete commented, walking over to stand closer to us.

      “Here.” Smiley gave Carroll a ration bar.

      Carroll ripped off the bar's wrapper and consumed it in two bites. He was still chewing on his second mouthful of it as I said, “You are alone, right?”

      Carroll nodded. “Have been for a couple of weeks. Ain't nothing or nobody left in these woods but those creatures.”

      “Sorry about nearly running you over,” I said.

      “Ain't nothing.” Carroll smiled. “Glad you did. A man gets tired of being alone, ya know?”

      “I do,” I agreed. “You think you can stand up?”

      I helped Carroll to his feet. It couldn't have been easy for him to stand on his wounded leg, but he managed it with a wince.

      “I thought all you soldiers were dead.” Carroll frowned at me.

      “Not all. Most,” I told him. “I’m the acting commander of a battle group from the Roosevelt shipyard. We’re going to retake the planet, if you can believe that.”

      “Damned big job.” Carroll shook his head. “Hope there's a hell of a lot more of you guys.”

      “There are,” I said with a laugh.

      Carroll was almost in tears as he said, “I am just fucking glad to see actual humans.”

      “We'll get you to somewhere safe, but we've got a job we have to get done out here first. I'm afraid you're stuck with us for the time being,” I said. “What can you tell us about this area?”

      “Ain't nothing to tell aside from what I told ya already,” Carroll grunted.

      “We heard rumors that there’s an alien base being built somewhere close to here.” I watched him closely, waiting for his answer.

      “Aliens,” Carroll said, shaking his head. “So that's what those things are.”

      “The base, Carroll, do you know where it was being built?” I nudged.

      “Sure.” Carroll nodded. “Ain't much there though. It's like those things just gave up on it.”

      “We still need to locate it,” I said. “Do you know why they gave up building it?”

      Shaking his head, Carroll sighed. “Can't say really. It's like whatever that crap was they were trying to grow just didn't take in the spot they picked for some reason.”

      I made a mental note to come back to that later. Right now, we just needed to find and capture a Lancer as quickly as possible.

      “Can you take us there?” I asked.

      Carroll looked at his bike. “I can but I think my bike's done for. Its engine was locking up anyway and that crash pretty much finished it.”

      “Not an issue.” I smiled. “You can ride with one of us.”

      I saw his eyes cut toward Maggie.

      “Do I get to pick who I ride with?” Carroll asked.

      “Oh, hell no,” Maggie growled. “Forget it. He ain't riding with me.”

      “You can ride with me,” I said sternly.

      “Okay.” Carroll sounded disappointed but didn't argue.

      We were back on the move in five. Our little group of four wheelers streaked through the woods as we started northward again, but this time, we had even more questions.
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      With Carroll acting as our guide, finding the abandoned alien base was easy. Night fell as we drew nearer to it. That was a good thing. The aliens were less active at night. The lack of the sun's rays sapped their energy, and a lack of light and cold would slow them down.

      I planned to use that to our advantage.

      I knew that the other alien bases I had seen were rigged with some sort of bio-tech heater units. I hoped that since this base hadn't been finished, there wouldn't be any of those present. A cold base was a docile base. I hoped.

      We parked and left the four wheelers. The noise of their engines, however quiet, was still more than we would make by heading the rest of the way on foot. Carroll told us that he had been a petroleum engineer before the creatures came. I shared our mission with him, and he pointed out an old electric company nearby, then suggested we snag some cables from it to secure the Lancer we snatched. I dispatched Pete and Maggie to get the cables. Smiley, Warren, Rigby, Carroll, and I ate a late meal of cold rations and water while we waited for them to return. Their trip took just over an hour, which was long enough for me to let lingering doubts back into my mind.

      Lancers can be immobilized.

      “Thank you, Extant.” It seemed only polite, and the assertion had come at just the right time.

      Pete and Maggie returned with a pack containing heavy duty steel cables, even tougher than I had expected. I stuffed the cable back into the pack, and Smiley got stuck with the job of carrying it. He wasn't happy about it, but he followed my orders with a kind of sullen acceptance that was just this side of insubordination. Pete had experience with instilling military discipline in his resistance fighters, and it showed.  They had been fighting the aliens using hit and run tactics for weeks before the NAF Adirondack's dropship had left me stranded and alone. With their presence, all we needed now was to find the damned Lancers.

      Carroll led us through the woods to the abandoned alien base, clinging to the tree line at a safe distance.

      Alien base offline. No power readings of any kind are being generated from it. Defenses inactive.

      “Good,” I said, then breathed a sigh of relief.

      It would be far better to engage a group of Lancers out in the open, and Carroll assured us that there were small, roving bands of the creatures that prowled this general area.

      It was then that our hunt truly began. Spreading out into a wedge formation with Pete on point, we moved through the woods in a quiet stalk, each step measured to maximum stealth. Carroll was nervous as fuck. We hadn't given him a weapon, because in his weakened state, I couldn’t bring myself to trust his aim or judgment. The engineer stuck close to Maggie and her shotgun, shooting Maggie the occasional glance of interest that would have been funny at any other time.

      My Extant spoke, and the fight was on.

      Lancers- Invasive, hostile. Seven present, concealed in trees. Giving updated stats now. Some reduced by lack of light and cooler night air.

      Density- 7

      Mobility- 3

      Lethality- 5

      Vitality- 7

      Organic

      They must have been in a dormant state, hidden in the limbs of the trees above us. As we passed under them, they were drawn out of their trance and leaped into action, launching themselves out of the trees into the middle of our formation. One of the Lancers dropped to the ground directly in front of me, arms waving in a complex scissoring motion.

      Evasive action required!

      I didn't need my Extant to know that the Lancer's right blade was coming at my face. I ducked the Lancer's swing and threw myself forward beneath the thing's extended arm, directly into it like a football player going for a tackle. I crashed into the Lancer, knocking it backward off its feet. It thudded into the grass onto its back, limbs splayed and waving. The thing was moving and reacting a lot slower than any of the Lancers I had engaged during the day, but it remained a serious threat.

      My pulse rifle roared as I fired three rounds into its chest. The Lancer's body jerked and thrashed about as they punched holes through the tough skin, each round doing massive damage to the broad chest. As much as we needed one of the monsters alive, I wasn't about to let this one up and at me again. I was too close to give it that kind of chance.

      Damage -12

      Target: Eliminated

      I heard Smiley screaming after a Lancer dropped to the ground at his right. He hadn't been able to dodge the thing's opening attack, and one of its blades severed Smiley's left arm just above his elbow. His pulse rifle fell to the ground, along with his arm. I saw Smiley turn toward the Lancer, going for the pistol holstered on his belt with his right hand. The Lancer plunged its other arm blade into and through Smiley's chest. The arm blade poked out of Smiley's body, gleaming red in the light of the moon.

      Carroll died just as quickly. Another Lancer hit the ground behind the former engineer, spearing him with one of its arm blades before Maggie had time to react to it. The Lancer twisted its blade inside of Carroll's guts as he roared in pain. Even at a glance, I knew his wound was fatal. Maggie's shotgun boomed as she fired a blast into the Lancer's side, and the beast gave a high-pitched shriek, whirling and spewing pus from the massive wound she had dealt it. It started toward her, but Maggie met the Lancer with a second blast of shotgun fire that caved its ribs inward. The monster collapsed as Maggie pumped another round into it.

      Rigby found himself facing two Lancers at once, but the old man was spry for his age. He hurled himself sideways away from a Lancer blade slicing toward him, tossing the tranq rifle he had been carrying aside. Rigby swung his pulse rifle from his shoulder into his hands and managed to fire the weapon. His shot wasn't aimed, but it still struck the Lancer, tearing into the monster at near point-blank range. The blast of fire picked up the Lancer from its feet and hurled it away from the old man, giving him a chance to regain his balance before the other creature could close on him. He spun to face the second Lancer, the barrel of his pulse rifle leveled at its chest. The pulse rifle spat death, ripping the Lancer's upper body apart with a stream of continuous automatic fire.

      Pete had been past the Lancer ambush place when the things made their move. The last two of the Lancers had dropped to the ground some distance away and were racing in his direction, their limbs splayed and posed for combat. Pete put one of the creatures down, snapping off a single shot that struck the thing just above the fungal masses covering its eyes. Brain matter and bone fragments exploded from the backside of its skull as the round punched its way through, and the alien toppled over, stone dead.

      Had it been daylight, the other Lancer likely would have reached Pete before he could fire again, but the chill of the night was slowing the creatures a good deal. Pete's pulse rifle blazed, sending the Lancer back to whatever hell it had crawled out of.

      Everything was complete chaos with the Lancers inside our ranks. Rigby's luck ran out as the Lancer he had wounded—and thought dead—leaped up at him.

      There was no dodging its blade this time.

      The Lancer's right arm blade sliced through his legs at the knees in a surgical cut, and Rigby went down screaming. The old man lost hold of his pulse rifle in the fall. It bounced away, beyond his reach, as he landed on his face. I heard crunching bone as the weight of his own body shattered his nose.

      The wounded Lancer was too injured to get to its feet, dragging itself awkwardly along toward the old man with its hands, its arm blades still extended from the sides of its arms. I took aim at the Lancer as it crawled, then I fired, and the Lancer's head blew apart like an overripe melon as the three round burst went home.

      Repeated damage of 6 dealt. Targeted Lancer eliminated.

      “Remember we need to take this last one alive!” I yelled at the others.

      That was easier said than done though, given shitstorm around us. The remaining Lancer had no intention of going down without a fight, as it sprinted toward Maggie with singular intent. I saw her scowling at my order as it came toward her. Unable to switch to her taser, all she could do was run from the monster in a wild dash.

      Pete was the closest to the Lancer and had already swung his pulse rifle onto his shoulder by its strap.  His taser was in his hands as he went after the Lancer, weapon forward in a two-handed pistol style grip. Pete took his shot. The taser's darts sunk into the fungus covered flesh of the Lancer's back between its shoulders and pumped juice into it. The Lancer squealed, thrashed about wildly, but didn't go down.

      Warren came at the Lancer from its right side, making sure to stay out of reach of the creature's arm blades. He fired his taser as he closed on it, striking the beast deeply in the meat of its left thigh. The Lancer squealed even louder, voice rising like an air raid siren that began to fade as its vocal chords failed from strain.  The second taser hit was enough to drop the Lancer, but not to take it out of the fight.

      I held the tranq gun, but I didn't have a clear shot, as Warren was blocking my angle of fire.

      “Get the fuck out of the way!” I shouted at him.

      Warren heard me and threw himself sideways without hesitation. I took my shot.

      The heavy tranq dart buried itself in the center of the Lancer's throat beneath its chin, and it snapped its head to the side in a fevered rage until it dug the dart out of its own neck. Rising to its feet, the Lancer stumbled a couple of steps in Warren's direction—he was the closest target, and the monster’s instincts were simple: kill, kill, and when possible, kill. Maggie stepped between the two of them, firing her taser into the Lancer with a wet smack. The creature collapsed, arms twitching toward Warren in a last declaration of anger.

      “Stay clear of it!” I ordered the others as I walked toward the Lancer. When I reached it, I fired another tranq dart into the creature. I wanted to make fucking certain it was out before we tried tying it up.

      Pete came up to me with the pack of heavy steel cable he had taken from Smiley's corpse. The Lancer wasn't moving and looked to be truly out, limbs rigid but still.

      Invasive Lancer organism is alive but unconscious, my Extant confirmed.

      Pete looked at me and I nodded. He went to work tying the Lancer up with the cable.

      Smiley, Rigby, and Carroll were dead. We lost three people even though we had engaged the Lancers with equal numbers and better firepower at night when the things were supposed to be slower. And they had been. The things were tough bastards, even in their weakened state. It was further proof that if we were going to win our war with them, we needed something more. Humans were too few and too broken to fight a war of attrition with the monsters. If we tried that, we would surely lose.

      Carrying the Lancer on a four-wheeler was not a chance any of us were willing to take. If the thing woke up, whoever had it strapped to the rear of their vehicle would die badly. Pete suggested we make a run to a nearby road and see if we could obtain a working truck there. Time was against us but there didn't seem to be another choice. I cursed myself for not thinking farther ahead than I had in planning this op. The exhaustion of everything was catching up to me, and I was making mistakes none of us could afford. There would be no rest until the Lancer was in the hands of Dr. Scott and Camille aboard the Lee.

      I shot the Lancer up with enough sedative to nearly kill a normal human before we left. Maggie and Warren stayed behind with the creature. We left them the medkit full of sedatives, the tranq rifle, and our tasers. I said a prayer that if the Lancer did wake up, it wouldn't happen until after we were back. I knew Maggie and Warren were among the best of Pete's resistance fighters or he wouldn't have picked them to come on this op. Still, it was difficult for me to leave. I supposed I could have sent one of them for the truck with Pete, but I wanted to be by his side if he ran into trouble.

      Picking up on what we were searching for, my Extant fed me data.

      Main road located two miles to the east.

      It showed me a map of the shortest route to the road on my tactical display.

      Pete and I reached the road in a matter of minutes. There were wrecked and abandoned vehicles all around. It looked like the folks from the closest town had all tried to leave in one mass exodus, and an overturned transport truck had royally fucker their escape route.

      The two of us found a red pickup with its windshield shattered, but everything else about it seemed intact. Pete was better with vehicles than I was, and it took him a couple minutes before he broke the ignition circuit safety. The truck's motor roared to life, so I drove it with Pete following after me on his four-wheeler. We couldn't get the truck all the way back to where we had left the others, but we got close enough to make carrying the Lancer to it an easier task. In all, the whole ordeal cost us two hours by the time we had the Lancer loaded up in its bed. Then we were on the move, shooting nervous glances at the hideous creature that cost us so much to secure.

      The Lancer hadn't so much as stirred while we were gone, according to Maggie and Warren. I was still uneasy about the thing waking up despite the steel cables wrapped around it. Warren rode in the truck's rear with the Lancer. Pete and Maggie's four-wheelers kept pace with the truck as I drove it along the main road toward the landing zone where the Lee and the Peart waited. I wanted desperately to be back before the sun rose, figuring the lack of heat and light were part of what was keeping the creature unconscious and preventing its system from overcoming the sedatives coursing through its system.

      We reached the carriers just before sun up, in that steely time between night and day. Pete supervised getting the Lancer unloaded and into the hands of the medical team that would transport the creature to the holding cell that had been set up for it. Maggie and Warren disappeared into the crowd of troops gathered around the Lee that were watching the Lancer being taken aboard.

      I could barely hold my eyes open, the grit and exhaustion burning my vision like ashes.

      Your level of fatigue is approaching the point of collapse.

      I wanted nothing more than to heed my Extant's warning and get some rest. The perimeter around the carriers remained secure, and there were no immediate issues that required me dealing with them personally.  I headed for my quarters. It felt strange removing my Extant armor. I had spent so much time inside of it during the last week, depending on it to keep me alive, that I felt vulnerable and exposed without it.

      I turned on the hot water in the shower and let it run as I took a look at myself in the mirror. Rubbing at the hair on my cheeks, I sighed. I was in bad need of a shave, but that could wait. Stepping into the shower, I let the hot water run over me in a cleansing torrent, every second a luxury I had forgotten. The bathroom was completely fogged up when I finally stepped out of the shower, so I heard myself brush my teeth with mechanical movements, leaving in a fugue state toward my bed as my mind refused to shut down.

      Staring up at the ceiling, I thought about FiveDark that Shaw revealed. Beyond giving me its coordinates and the hope that everything I need to turn the war on Earth around rested within it, Shaw had been rather light on detail. Had the alien pathogen that had struck the Earth infected it too? There was just no way of knowing. The Yard had been spared being hit with the pathogen that Rewired people into monsters. I had seen no trace of it there. Reaching FiveDark wouldn't be an issue, as both the Lee and the Peart were equipped with dropships that could easily make the trip there and back. The question was what would we find when we got there? Would the place be overrun with Lancers?

      I tossed and turned, tangling my sheets up around me as my worries continued to echo. Finally, I gave up and got out of bed, then stumbled into the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet above the sink. It was stocked with the basics anyone staying in the quarters might need, which included several bottles of pills ranging from pain killers to mild sedatives. It was the sedatives that I was after. I didn't bother to read the recommended dosage. Stupid, I know, but I was too tired to care. I swallowed two of them and returned to bed. My racing mind slowed down as the sedatives kicked in, and sleep didn’t so much as arrive as it did smash me to the ground.

      When I woke up, I saw from the clock near my bed that I had been asleep for nearly eight hours. I knew I had needed the rest, but I still managed to feel guilty about it. My hands reached for the helmet of my Extant armor and tugged it on, the familiar heft sending a wave of calm through my aching body. I wondered if I was somehow becoming addicted to wearing the armor, but among my vices, this one would actually keep me alive.

      Finishing armoring up, I left my quarters and went straight to the mess hall. Most of the day shift who had just gotten off duty were there, and it was the most crowded I had seen the mess since first coming aboard the Lee. Going through the line, I picked up a burger, a heaping portion of grease-soaked fries, a coke, and a black coffee. All of it was processed rations, not fresh, but I wasn't about to let myself complain about the nature of the food. I had seen what the Earth had become with my own eyes and knew how fortunate I was to have any at all.

      It was difficult to find a table where I could sit alone for my meal, but I found one near the back of the mess and plopped down. I was halfway through with my burger when I heard the voice of young girl yelling my name.

      “Deacon!” Stefeni shouted, running over to me.

      I flinched as she wrapped her arms about my armored shoulders. Camille was with her. She sat down at the table directly across from me as I tried to free myself from Stefeni's embrace. There was a hard edge to how Camille was looking at me.

      “Dr. Scott and I have made a great deal of progress thanks to the creature you brought in,” Camille commented.

      “Oh come on!” Stefeni glared at her. “He just got back from being out there again. Can't you give him a chance to eat at least without diving straight into work?”

      I blinked at the teenage girl's stern defense of me. She was truly grateful that I had saved her from the creatures and brought her to the carriers. Surely Camille had to be too, at least on some level, but the woman really didn't seem to like me at all.

      “It's okay,” I said to Camille. “We need to talk about it anyway.”

      “We do?” Camille's tone was one of surprise.

      “Yeah, we do.” I nodded. “There's a base not far from Earth. I'm going to be assembling a team to go check it out and I want you to be a part of it”

      “Why?” Camille asked as she continued to stare at me.

      “You're the only botanist we've got, Dr. Keaton,” I answered honestly.

      “Call her Camille,” Stefeni urged. “That's her name.”

      Camille shot the girl an angry, annoyed glance.

      “I think Dr. Keaton will be just fine,” Camille told Stefeni.

      The girl shook her head. “No. It's not. This guy saved our lives, Camille. Without him, we would be dead—or worse. We might be one of those Lancers things by now.”

      I very wisely kept my mouth shut and stayed out of their argument.

      “Fine,” Camille agreed.

      Stefeni reached over, snagged the half of my burger that was still on the plate in front of me, and took a huge bite out of it.

      “I never thought I would taste a burger again.” Stefeni grinned despite her mouthful of meat and bread. “These are so freaking good.”

      “So this base you mentioned, Lieutenant,” Camille said. “Why do you need me to go with you?”

      “It's supposed to be a scientific research facility,” I said. “I need someone along who knows about that field—and about the creatures we're up against. You're both in one. Plus, I can't really risk taking Dr. Scott.  He's needed here.”

      “But I am expendable? Is that it?” Camille's expression grew even colder.

      “No. That's not it at all. Regardless of not being able to take Dr. Scott, you're the best choice for the job. He's a medical doctor, you're a botanist. These aliens are fungal in nature. It just makes sense that if anyone is going to figure out how they tick and what we need to stop them, it would be you.”

      Camille rocked back as if I had punched her. “You really believe that?”

      “I do.” I grinned, despite my irritation at her endless bullshit.

      “Well, you're right. Dr. Scott is a brilliant man but he's still trying to look at the Lancers as if they were humans just infected by the alien pathogen. They're not. Once the fungus Rewires somebody, they are essentially a brand new life form. Something both more than human and a whole lot less too.”

      “Exactly,” I said.

      “Maybe you're not the complete jarhead I took you for,” Camille admitted.

      I laughed. “I'm not a marine, Camille. I'm a Protocol Extant trooper. There's a world of difference between the two, but I am an officer, and more to the point, I’m on the sharp end of the fight between you and those creatures.”

      “I've been meaning to ask how a mere lieutenant got to be the acting commander of a battle group like this. I don't know a lot about the military but that seems a bit crazy,” Camille said.

      “Just bad luck I guess.” I shrugged.

      Camille frowned at me. “Do you really think there's any hope of retaking the Earth?”

      “There's always hope,” I said. “So are you in or out, Camille? I meant what I said about wanting you on the strike team.”

      “I'm in.” Camille nodded her head sharply.

      “Me too,” Stefeni shouted.

      “No,” Camille and I said to the kid together.

      Stefeni slumped in her seat at the table.

      “Sorry, kid.” I tried to comfort her. “We're got no idea what we're headed into up there.”

      In protest, she took another bite of my burger, but said nothing.
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      I wanted to keep the strike team small. Pete Vargas would have been a logical choice for it. He was a good soldier and someone I had grown to trust with my life already, but I couldn't take him. I needed Pete on Earth to head up the two carriers' troops in case anything went wrong while I was gone. I did pick Maggie and Warren for the team. They had proved themselves during the run to capture the Lance for Dr. Scott. I knew both of them could handle themselves and take orders.

      To fill out the team, I picked two marines: Heller and Swanson. Heller was the kind of guy you wanted on your side in a fight. He had a bloody reputation and was a stone-cold killer, according to his file. Swanson was a systems tech and specialist from the Peart. If FiveDark had been damaged like many of the bases in the Sol System were from the initial attack, I wanted someone who could get the place running again quickly.  Captain Kepler didn't want to let loose of Swanson. He knew how talented the man was, too, but I was the acting commander of the battle group from The Yard, and Kepler couldn't outright refuse me. Especially not with Captain Marz having my back.

      Camille and I said our goodbyes to Stefeni, and Pete promised to look after the girl while we were gone. Stefeni didn't want us to go without her. Leaving was hard. I had grown to like the kid, and seeing her teary eyed messed with my head, but there was nothing to be done. Someone had to go to FiveDark, and there was no way I was trusting the op to anyone but myself. It was just too important.

      Captain Marz had a dropship prepped for us, and Swanson was certified to take the stick. We all took our seats about the small ship as he ran the standard pre-flight checks on its systems. I took the co-pilot seat.  Camille and the others strapped into the seats in its rear, a hum of uncertainty between us all.

      I wanted to believe that whatever was waiting for us on FiveDark would give us the edge we needed in the war against the aliens, but deep down, I was nervous that it was all a fool's errand and we were risking our lives for nothing. Dr. Scott and Camille both agreed the Lancers were vulnerable to cold, and I had seen proof of that myself. The Lee and the Peart lacked the means of mass producing any kind of weapon based on that knowledge, but FiveDark might, and that was reason enough to go into the black.

      The dropship's engines roared to life.

      “All systems are green, and we are cleared for launch, sir,” Swanson told me.

      “Take us up,” I ordered.

      The dropship navigated its way out of the Lee's hangar and then shot upward, leaving the Earth's atmosphere.

      There was no danger as we approached the field of debris in orbit. The alien weapons on their Earth facing side were dormant from the lack of heat and light. We cleared the debris field as I held my breath, waiting to see if the alien weapons that were active would target us during flyby. Swanson was ready for evasive maneuvers if that happened, but it didn't. The alien weapons allowed us by without taking a single shot at the dropship, revealing a possible design flaw that we would exploit again and again, given the opportunity. If the enemy weapons didn’t prevent ships from leaving the earth, then we had a future point of attack, and I made a mental note to test that flaw for uses.

      Swanson punched it as soon as the dropship had cleared the debris field. We streaked through the void toward the distant FiveDark base, which had been built inside a stationary asteroid not far from Earth, holding stable in one of the LaGrange Points of the earth’s gravity well.

      The trip was a short one. The asteroid containing the base came into view and I stared at it through the dropship's forward window. There were clear signs that FiveDark had taken a few hits during the initial attack on Earth and the Sol system, but it looked pretty much intact, with the damage limited to its exterior. None of the hits had been bad enough to breach the asteroid, and there were none of the telltale signs of explosive outgassing. So far, so good.

      Warning! Small comet constant bearing, decreasing range, approaching from port side quadrant.

      What the hell? There had been no sign of the thing until it was nearly on us. Alarms were going off all over the dropship's control console now, a bitter interruption to our smooth approach.

      “Swanson!” I barked, but he was already reacting to it.

      The dropship banked hard to starboard in an attempt to miss the comet entirely, and noise filled the dropship as the Lancer’s crate broke loose. Camille had insisted on bringing the captured Lancer with us, and until our evasive maneuver, its crate had been strapped tight at the rear of the ship’s interior, but now it was sliding across the decking with a metallic shriek. Warren screamed as the crate crashed into him where he sat, the mass crushing his legs before he could even twitch. I turned in my seat, taking in the scene as the others hurried to get free of their safety harnesses, both to secure the crate with the Lancer and help Warren.

      Warren was wailing like a dying cat. Camille jabbed him in the neck with a syringe from the med kit she was carrying, injecting him with its contents in a single hard push. Warren's eyes rolled up to show only whites as he went silent and his head slumped onto his chest. Maggie and Heller wrestled with the heavy crate containing the Lancer, heaving it away from Warren's crushed legs.

      His legs were a mess. Their bones were totally smashed. I could see the white of a femur poking through the cloth of his red drenched pants. I wanted to go help them but knew I needed to stay exactly where I was, because the dropship wasn't out of danger yet. Swanson's sharp turn had put it onto a course that would avoid the incoming comet, but the dropship wasn't built for speed. We were still partly in the comet's path and it was closing on us fast, a growing shadow that would snuff us out upon contact.

      “We're not going to make it,” Swanson said, his voice oddly flat. “I need more power to the engines or we’re done.”

      I accessed the dropship's systems with my Extant, instead of trying to figure out all the controls on the console in front of me, and let it do the work.

      Diverting power from all systems to propulsion.

      I blinked at that. All systems? That meant life support too. If the comet so much as winged us, we would be in deep shit. Any bit of damage might be enough to make restoring power to the other systems impossible. I could survive that. My Extant armor was capable of functioning as a self-contained environment. But no one else was wearing armor like mine, and they would die from lack of air or the plunging temps if life support wasn't brought back online.

      The dropship lurched as the diverted power reached its engines then shot forward at even greater speed. The engine burned hotter, crossing the red line with a howl of mechanical rage. It was a desperate race between the comet and the ship now, and even the lights inside the dropship had gone out. Everything was dark.

      Camille cried out from the rear of the ship. I held on tight and prayed the extra power would be enough to get it clear of the comet. The very walls of the dropships creaked from the stress they were under, a song like a distant whale, deep and troubled. The comet was almost on top us. It came rolling toward the dropship with a storm of outgassing and gravel pinging our hull—

      —and we slid past in a hail of offered prayers and hissing breath.

      “We're clear!” Swanson yelled as the comet rolled through the space the dropship had been only a fraction of a second before.

      “Take us into FiveDark,” I ordered Swanson as I leaped out of my seat to join the others in the rear.

      Maggie and Heller had secured the crate containing the Lancer, and Camille was still doing what she could for Warren.

      “How badly injured is he?” I blurted out, afraid I already knew the answer.

      Camille huffed at me, her emotions running hot. I had to remind myself that she wasn't a trained medic or even a real doctor. She was a botanist, and thus, used to being in control. Combat was as alien to her as the aliens were to me.

      “Look at him!” she snarled. “I've knocked him out so he can't feel anything but he's bleeding out. The anti-coagulants aren't going to be enough to stop that from happening if we don't get him some real help soon.”

      “We've reached FiveDark,” I told her with a level look. “I'm sure there's a med bay aboard it, but you need to stay calm. Understood?”

      Camille had never been in space before. She had no experience with operations like this one. I had to give her some credit because she wasn't completely losing it. She was just scared for Warren and didn't want him to die because of her lack of ability to help him.

      I heard the sound of the dropship's moorings attaching to FiveDark. The heavy thunking sound of them making their connection snapped me into action.

      “Maggie! Heller! Get to the airlock! I want it covered if anything unfriendly tries to board us!” I ordered.

      “We've docked with FiveDark,” Swanson's voice rang out over the comm. of my Extant helmet.

      I took hold of Camille's shoulders. She flinched at the contact, but it seemed to steady her, if only a bit.

      “Camille, Warren has to stay here,” I told her. “Right now, our priority is securing this base.”

      She nodded and I could see that she understood.

      “That’s not all. I want you to stay here with Warren and Swanson,” I said, “We'll be back for him as soon as we can.”

      I left her where she was, joining Maggie and Heller at the airlock door.

      “We've got no idea what we're walking out into,” I cautioned them. “If something out there comes our way make sure you hold your fire until you know it's a threat.”

      “Copy that,” Heller grunted.

      The airlock door clanged open. Heller was through it first with me on his heels. Maggie came out last.  The airlock led into one FiveDark's corridors, and my Extant was busy trying to hack into the station's systems.  The process was taking longer than it normally did. That spoke volumes about FiveDark's level of security.

      Heller, Maggie, and I advanced along the corridor. It led into a storage area filled with crates, boxes, and large metal barrels. A shot rang out from somewhere on the far side of the huge room. It smacked into a crate next to Heller.

      “Fucking rounds!” Heller screamed, ducking behind the nearest crate.

      Maggie and I took cover too. Of all the things I had worried about coming aboard FiveDark, being shot at hadn't been one of them.

      “Hold your fire!” I shouted. “We're human!”

      “Drop your weapons and Identify yourself!” a voice yelled back at me.

      “We ain't dropping shit!” Heller raged. “You fucking identify yourself!”

      “Hold up!” I shouted. “I'm the acting commander of a battle group dispatched from Roosevelt Shipyard. My name is Deacon Gray. I'm an Extant trooper!”

      I could hear whoever was on the other side of the room arguing among themselves.

      “He's got to be telling the truth,” a female voice said. “There's an Extant trying to worm its way into the base's systems.”

      “Don't mean he's friendly!” a male voice countered.

      “Don't shoot!” I told them. “I'm coming out!”

      “Sir!” Maggie snapped at me.

      “It'll be okay,” I assured her. If it wasn't, it was my ass on the line anyway, not hers.

      I walked out from behind the crates, tossing my pulse rifle onto the floor.

      “See?” the female voice said. “That is Extant armor!”

      Extant armor was built specifically for its user. If you weren't an Extant trooper with a suit custom made for you, you're weren't going to be wearing it.

      The man and woman emerged from their hiding spots. The man looked hard. He stood close to my height, lean and well-muscled. His hair was a dark shade of brown. There was an NAF security badge on the shirt he wore. The woman was a brunette. I placed her age at around 40. She was short, maybe 5'4” tops, athletic and capable.

      “Don't even think about trying anything,” the man cautioned me. “I've got more people moving in on your six as we speak.”

      “Wouldn't think of it.” I smiled, raising my hands up in a gesture of surrender.

      The woman was carrying a tablet, and it binged at her. She read its screen for a moment.

      “Lower your gun, Claude,” she ordered then focused on me. “Welcome to FiveDark, Lieutenant Gray.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” I said, nodding at her. “We've got three more aboard the dropship that brought us here. One is badly injured and in need of assistance.”

      “Claude, go help and take Dr. Parnham with you,” the woman barked.

      Claude was clearly the head of FiveDark's security. It was clear that he didn't like leaving the woman alone with us.

      “Go on!” she urged him. “These people are on our side.”

      “We are,” I assured her.

      “I'm Dr. Danila Volkoff,” she said. “Chief scientist of FiveDark. I'm also in command here as you military folks like to say. So tell me, Lieutenant, what brings you to our base?”

      “The Earth was hit hard, ma'am. Best estimates put the loss of life at close to ninety percent of the planet's population. But not all of those that were lost are dead.” I frowned.

      “I don't understand.” Dr. Volkoff stared me.

      “The aliens that attacked the Earth used kinetic energy weapons to soften us up. The K.E.W.s did a heck of lot more than that. But they also brought an alien pathogen with them. Through a process we have come to call Rewiring, that pathogen transforms humans into creatures called Lancers. There's an army of the things on Earth and we don't have the firepower or manpower to clear them out,” I explained.

      “If you came here looking for more soldiers to add to your cause, you are very much out of luck,” Dr. Volkoff said without blinking.

      “No ma'am, we came here looking for a weapon,” I said.

      Dr. Volkoff laughed. “Now that we can likely help you with. It's what we do here after all. That Extant armor you're wearing is one of ours.”

      “I don't suppose you brought along a sample of this pathogen with you?” Dr. Volkoff asked.

      “We did better than that,” I said with a smirk. “We brought you a living specimen. There's a Lancer aboard our dropship, ready for you and yours to go to work on.”

      “Excellent.” Dr. Volkoff smiled. “Stand back, people. It’s time for science.”
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      I stood looking into the medical bay as my Extant told me what I needed to know.

      Soldier Warren Hawkins is stable. He will survive the damage taken.

      Dr. Volkoff, standing beside me, gave me a knowing glance.

      “Your man is stable,” she said, “But I am sure you already know that.”

      “Yes.” I nodded.

      “I worked on the Extant program and armor,” Dr. Volkoff told me. “I have always seen it as one of my greatest achievements.”

      “So you're a weapons designer?” I asked.

      “That and a physicist.” Dr. Volkoff smiled. “I am also one of the two chief scientists here. Dr. Parnham is the other.”

      Dr. Parnham was inside the room where Warren lay. He was the doctor who attended to Warren's injuries. A rail thin man with sandy blonde hair, he was in his later forties. When he came out of the room to join us, I got the impression he was a quiet guy who wasn't big on talking.

      “Dr. Parnham, this is Lieutenant Deacon Gray,” Dr. Volkoff introduced us. “He's in charge of the team that came aboard on the dropship.”

      “And you came from Earth?” Dr. Parnham asked.

      “I did. What's left of it anyway,” I said.

      Dr. Parnham frowned. “It's really that bad down there?”

      “Worse,” I told him. “The few people that survived are mostly in hiding or on the run. There are a few scattered resistance cells fighting back against the aliens but . . .” I shook my head sadly. “The battle group I brought to Earth from the Yard is doing its best to save what we can but we're only two carriers with skeleton crews and less than a hundred soldiers.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “That seems pointless.”

      I bit my tongue. Part of me wanted to yell at him, curse like a sailor, but I knew he had a point.  Perhaps it was a struggle being fought in vain, but it was one worth fighting. If we didn't at least try, humanity was finished.

      “The odds are against us. I'll admit that,” I said carefully. “There's still hope though. That's why we’re here.”

      “Lieutenant Gray believes that we at FiveDark may be the key to turning the tide of the war, Parnham,” Dr. Volkoff said. “He delivered us a live specimen of the alien's warrior class for us to examine. It's been unloaded from his dropship. I have Dr. Stellar and Dr. Lifeson already conducting tests on the creature to confirm the weaknesses Lieutenant Gray has claimed to notice in its biological makeup.”

      “I would like to join them.” Dr. Parnham stared at Dr. Volkoff as if waiting on her permission.

      “By all means.” She nodded and Dr. Parnham headed off along the corridor away from medical.

      “His social graces may perhaps be lacking, Lieutenant, but I promise you there's no better medical doctor in the NAF than Parnham,” Dr. Volkoff assured me.

      Claude came up to us. “Your people have been taken to temporary quarters, Lieutenant. God knows we have plenty of room to spare these days.”

      Dr. Volkoff must have noticed the expression that crossed my face.

      “We’re short staffed,” Dr. Volkoff explained. “In the wake of the attack, many of our people left for Earth in the station's available ships and escape pods. Those of us more dedicated to our work here and those without families back home stayed. This isn't truly a military installation or naval vessel so there wasn't much I could do to stop them from leaving. To be truthful, I’m not sure I would have even tried.”

      She continued to impress me with both her wisdom and intelligence.

      “In your place, I likely wouldn't have either,” I said.

      “Why don't you get some rest yourself?” Dr. Volkoff asked. “It will take us time to study the creature you brought us.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I agreed without argument.

      “Claude, show the lieutenant to his quarters,” Dr. Volkoff ordered.

      “Yes ma'am.” Claude nodded. “Right this way.”

      I followed Claude to a set of quarters as spartan as any I had ever seen. The security man left me there.  Everything pointed to the people on FiveDark being on the level, as they had shown nothing but kindness since we arrived. Even so, my paranoia got the better of me. When I stretched out on the quarter's bed, I kept my Extant armor on.

      It made me feel safe.

      The suit was becoming home to me. Without my Extant to feed me data and warnings into my mind, I felt alone and helpless. I knew I was neither, but the feelings still haunted me outside of the suit.

      When I woke up, I saw that I had been out for over nine hours. I really needed the rest, perhaps even more than I had thought I did. My mind was clear, and I was full of energy as I climbed out bed. My armored feet clanged onto the metal floor of my quarters, but I kept my grooming to a minimum and headed out to find Dr. Volkoff. My Extant hadn't hacked the system of the base, but it was in communication with it, guiding me through the corridors to Dr. Volkoff's office. She was waiting for me when I arrived. Looking up from the screen of the data pad she had been looking over, Dr. Volkoff greeted me with a sincere smile.

      “Ah lieutenant, you rested well I hope?” she said.

      “Better than I have in a long time,” I admitted.  “I can see you've been busy.”

      “I have indeed.,” Dr. Volkoff said. “My staff and I have been learning all we could about the creature you brought us. What did you call it? A Lancer?”

      “That's the name I gave them.” I took a seat in the chair in front of her desk.

      “These Lancers are quite an interesting hybrid of human and alien Fungus. You were quite correct about them being sensitive to cold. It's a rather great weakness of theirs . . . and one I believe that can be easily exploited to the advantage of your troops on Earth.” Dr. Volkoff grinned. “I've already drawn up the designs for a weapon of the sort you came looking for.”

      “Really?” I couldn't believe what I was hearing. In less than a day, Dr. Volkoff and her people had apparently learned a great deal about what made the Lancers tick—and found a means of killing the things more easily.

      “Oh yes,” Dr. Volkoff assured me. “Take a look at this.”

      She handed me the data pad she had been reading over when I arrived, and I took a look at it. The screen showed the schematics of a rifle based on rail gun tech. It fired helium core rounds at a super high velocity that were designed to freeze a target on impact even as they ripped through it.

      “Impressive,” I said in awe of how quickly she had come up with the weapon and its design.

      “I call them Chillers,” Dr. Volkoff snorted. “I know it's a cheesy name, but I am a nerd and openly admit to being such.”

      “I like it,” I said, meaning the name she had given the rifle. “It's simple and it fits.”

      “Good. We finished up a working prototype half an hour ago,” Dr. Volkoff said. “We tested it on your Lancer too. It proved most effective, killing the creature with a single shot.”

      “How? . . . How have you managed so much in so little time?” I stammered in disbelief.

      “FiveDark has always been the best research, design, and production base of its kind in the NAF. My people and I take great pride in delivering whatever the NAF needs as quickly as possible. It's our job. This base is equipped with tech years beyond that of any other facility that I am aware of. That helps too, of course.” Dr. Volkoff shrugged. “Besides, this one isn't a fight we can lose. Knowing that you may just perhaps be the last hope of the human race is a powerful motivator.”

      “So now that you have a weapon in mind . . . how many of these Chillers can you make for me?” I asked, trying to keep the hope growing inside of me from getting out of hand.

      Dr. Volkoff waved a hand airily. “Give us two days and we can make”—she drifted away into thought for a moment, calculating— “twenty-four. No, make that thirty. Is that enough?”

      “It will have to be,” I answered because thirty killing blows was far better than anything I had going planetside. We would either remove the aliens from our world or die trying, and the helium rifles she was promising were our best chance at victory.
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      Maggie, Heller, and Camille met me at the dropship. Claude was with them. Either something was up or the guy was even more paranoid than I took him for. We had been on the station for several days now. If we were going to make a move against it, surely he could see we would have done so by now.

      “Claude?” I asked as he started on board the dropship. “What's up?”

      He smirked. “Your man Swanson has decided to stay here. As I understand things, he's your pilot.”

      “Swanson is staying?” I asked.

      “Yep. Dr. Volkoff gave him permission to,” Claude explained. “The guy's got some tech skills and as understaffed as FiveDark is . . . well, she could use him.”

      I was pissed that Swanson had told me nothing of his choice. Hadn't even asked my permission. He was under my command, not Dr. Volkoff's. Still, it was a new world now, and most of humanity was dead. Those who continued to serve did so because either they had no place else to go, or were as determined to take back the Earth and keep humanity alive as I was.

      “She outranks you,” Claude told me. “You might be acting commander of this battle group of yours on Earth, but this station is hers.”

      Scowling, I shrugged. It was what it was. I wasn't about to go charging off to confront Swanson and Volkoff. I had bigger things to deal with.

      “On the upside,” Claude said with a grin, “you're getting me in trade. I’m a qualified pilot on these dropships. I flew one back in the day before being reassigned to FiveDark as head of security. And honestly, I want to be down there with you fighting those things. I've wanted to hit back at them since the attack.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. “I can't argue with that. And what about Warren?”

      “Dr. Parnham hasn't released him for active duty yet,” Claude said. “He might as well stay here. Given the state of his legs, he wouldn't be much use to you anyway.”

      The new Chiller rifles had already been loaded onto the dropship. Dr. Volkoff had delivered thirty of the new weapons just as she had promised. She had also agreed to continue producing the rifles while I returned to carry on the fight on Earth. It was my intention to come back to FiveDark for more of them if this first batch lived up to Dr. Volkoff's claims about how effective they were.

      Camille, Maggie, and Heller took their seats in the dropship's rear and got strapped in. I joined Claude in the pilot's compartment, watching as he got the dropship ready for takeoff. A few minutes later, the dropship left FiveDark and started its journey back to Earth, falling freely into the black.

      I told Dr. Volkoff about the orbital weapons field in the debris surrounding Earth. I wasn't sure if those weapons would target something as small as a dropship on its approach or not, but they had blown the hell out of the battle group I led from The Yard. The Cato had taken severe damage and the Harrell had been outright destroyed by them.

      Dr. Volkoff had extracted and studied the data that my Extant had on the battle inside its memory.  She and her people had rigged up a sort of cloaking device for the dropship to help us slide by the alien weapons in the debris without being detected. I didn't have the faintest idea of how it worked and didn't ask, but with minimal power drain, we were going to increase our odds of survival drastically.

      Claude activated the cloak as we approached Earth. Whatever Dr. Volkoff and her people had done to the shuttle worked, as the lights dimmed once, then we sailed straight through the debris into the Earth's atmosphere without a single shot being fired at us. Nobody breathed, but a few of us prayed.
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      The dropship touched down inside the Lee's hangar bay. Captain Marz himself and Stefeni were waiting with Pete Vargas when I came down its landing ramp. Stefeni came running up to meet me. Her arms embraced me around my Extant armor. I gently began to pry myself free of them, smiling down at her with a relief that surprised me. She was our future, and it came rushing back that the kid was why I was going into harm’s way.

      “Let him go, young lady,” Camille shouted. “The man has work to do,” she said, but a hint of a smile played at her lips.

      That was an understatement if there ever was one. The clock was ticking and there was no more time to waste. Now that we had the Chillers, I didn't want to delay what I had planned.

      “I knew you would come back,” Stefeni said looking up at me.

      “I promised I would, didn't I?” I smiled back at her.

      “Did you find what you were after?” Captain Marz asked.

      “I hope so,” I answered. “There are three crates of rifles onboard. Get them offloaded as soon as possible and call a meeting. It's time we really went on the offensive.”

      Pete chuckled at that. It was easy to see he was ready for another fight with the aliens.

      Half an hour later, Captain Marz, Captain Kelper, Pete Vargas, Camille, Dr. Scott, and I met in one of the Lee's conference rooms. Kepler was clearly put out by having been called to the meeting on such short notice.  He was a heavy-set man, his piggy face taut with anger. Beside him, Dr. Scott resembled a giddy school kid.  He had gotten the chance to steal a quick look at the new rifles and was deeply impressed by them. Captain Marz surrendered his usual spot at the head of the table to me taking a seat to my right. Camille sat to my left. Pete sat at the other end of the table across from me.

      “I imagine you all know why I have called you here.” I began the meeting with a flourish, savoring the moment. It was cheesy, but then again, we were about to take the fight to the enemy in a way they could not fathom.

      Captain Kepler huffed. “You assume too much, lieutenant. I wasn't informed of your plans to head to the FiveDark base until after your departure. I know very little more now than I did at that time.”

      “The mission that took me to the FiveDark installation was highest priority, Captain. It was a need-to-know operation and needed to be carried out quickly,” I said. “You'll forgive me for not informing you as you and your ship had no part to play in it.”

      “Don't push me, Lieutenant Gray. Marz there may be more than content to bow to the authority given to you, but I'm not. Not with so much riding on the choices you’re making without so much as consulting us.”

      “I am well within the authority Commander Garth gave me to do any fucking thing I want with this battle group, Kepler, your carrier included,” I said, keeping my voice calm.

      The stern glares of everyone else in the room at Captain Kepler made him turn red. I knew the man was a coward to his bones.

      Captain Kepler swallowed hard. “I just meant to say I would like to remain in the loop. That's all. The Peart and my people are as at risk as everyone else.”

      “I’ll do my best to keep you more properly informed in the future,” I said. “I know we’re all under a great deal of stress. The very fate of the human race is resting on our shoulders. We're it, folks. If we fail, there's no one to take our place here. The bases in this system aren't going to try for Earth again. That's a given. They'll do what they can to ensure their own survival even if it means heading out into the stars to start over.”

      I let my words sink in before I continued. “Pete, show them our next target.”

      Pete punched some keys on the data pad he held and the image of a large, alien citadel shimmered into being in the center of the table. The citadel was several times the size of the alien base we had taken out after our arrival. It had nine towers, not three, all armed with the same fearsome weapons atop them. In addition to the towers, there were also two other structures inside the base's perimeter. They were massive, square buildings that reminded me of warehouses. My best guess was that they were holding areas for human prisoners. Around the towers and the buildings were numerous bio-tech heating units to ensure that the base's Lancers wouldn't be impaired by the cold that came with the night.

      “This base is the largest within a hundred miles of our secured landing zone,” I said. “It needs to be taken out before we try to land any more ships on Earth. And before we can push forward farther to the West. Based on the intel Captain Marz and Pete gathered while I was at FiveDark, it's the source of all the Lancers in between here and its location. Taking out that base will go a long way to ridding this entire state of the alien bastards.”

      “Storming that thing is suicide.” Captain Kepler frowned. “The first one was much smaller, and we still managed to lose all of our armored units other than a single A.P.C.”

      “It might be a desperate and bold move, but it's not suicide,” I corrected him. “We're going to hit it with everything we've got other than the two carriers themselves. We'll use a combination of vehicles looted from this region and our dropships to hit the place hard and fast with a full-on frontal assault. With any luck, we’ll knock the bastards off balance by our show of force and manage to keep the momentum of the battle on our side. In the meantime, I’ll lead a small strike team into the base from its rear. Its job will be to sow confusion among the ranks of the Lancers, and make sure that any human prisoners we come across have a chance to get out.”

      “Don't you dare think that I won't be on that team with you,” Pete grumbled. “Somebody else can lead the main assault.”

      “Agreed.” I nodded. “We can decide who later.”

      “It'll be me,” Captain Marz said. “I've been itching to get out there with you guys, and leading the assault is something I can handle.”

      I was surprised by Captain Marz's offer, but I wasn’t about to turn him down.

      “You got it” I said. “But I want Claude with you. His job will be to keep you alive out there.”

      “If assigning me a bodyguard is what it takes to get me into the field on this one, that's fine with me.” Captain Marz laughed.

      “I suppose that means I will be in command here?” Captain Kepler asked.

      “No,” I said, bracing myself for the fit of anger I knew was coming. “I’m putting Camille over things here.”

      “What?” Captain Kepler and Camille blurted out together.

      “We’ve established a small beachhead, but we need more than that. We can't just keep letting the survivors we find camp around the carriers and there surely isn't room from them aboard the ships,” I explained. “We need to find a real place for the survivors, a secure one. I’m putting Camille and Stefeni in charge of finding such a place. You will assist them however you can, Captain Kepler, and once they locate such a place, you will assist them in moving the refugees there as well.”

      “You expect me to take orders from a scientist and a child?” Captain Kepler raged, his face red, spittle flying from his lips as he spoke.

      “I do, and you will. Captain Marz's XO, Sheehan, will be at your disposal,” I said sternly. I trusted Sheehan to keep an eye on Kepler and make sure he didn't just take off in the Peart if things didn't go our way in the upcoming battle.

      “This is insane!” Captain Kepler spat.

      “It's what needs to be done.” My voice remained calm. “And you will see to it, Kepler. If you would rather not, I can relieve you of command right now.”

      “You don't have the authority . . .” Kepler started.

      “Shut up, Kepler,” Captain Marz snapped. “Gray has already managed miracles that I wouldn't have thought possible. Everyone in this dang battle group knows it too. Don't think for a second that the people here aren't going to back him over you.”

      Kepler stammered out his next words. “This is still crazy. A child? A child giving orders to a NAF Captain . . .”

      “Stefeni's role will be a nominal one. Mostly in name only,” I told Kepler. “Dr. Keaton is who you will be answering to. Do I make myself clear?”

      Captain Kepler flung himself back in his chair, glaring at me.  “Crystal . . . sir.”

      He said the word sir like it was an insult. I let it slide. I had more important things to deal with.  Sheehan and Camille could handle Kepler. Captain Marz was right about the loyalty of the two carriers' crews and the refugees. Kepler wasn't going to be able to manage squat even if he did try to make a move in my absence.

      “Deacon . . .” Camille was staring at me.

      “Don't worry,” I assured her. “You can handle it, doctor. There’s no one better suited to the job.”

      That was apparently enough for her. She nodded and accepted what I had tasked her with.

      It was Pete Vargas who spoke up next.

      “I like your plan, Deacon,” he said carefully, “but we don't have the manpower for the kind of frontal assault you're talking about on this citadel. We've got less than a hundred of your soldiers and a few dozen resistance fighters at best, even counting the latest batch of volunteers from the survivors.”

      “Actually, we do.” I grinned. “The crews of these two carriers are trained NAF personnel. I know we can't pull everyone, but we can pull enough to fill in the ranks. Pick the most non-essential crewmen, issue them weapons, and put them in the field.”

      Captain Kepler scowled. “Madness. Can't any of you see this man isn't all there?”

      “Kepler, he's right,” Captain Marz said, jumping to my defense. “Everyone aboard the Lee and the Peart went through Basic. They know how to handle themselves well enough.”

      “We will still be stretched thin.” Pete Vargas frowned as he considered our troop issues. “But I think we can make it work.”

      “That's settled then.” I nodded sharply.

      “What about the new rifles?” Captain Marz asked. “How will they be dispersed?”

      “The strike team I am leading personally will be armed with them,” I answered. “The rest will be with you to use as you see fit. That should leave you with two dozen of the Chillers. Make them count.”

      “Yes, sir.” Captain Marz smiled.

      “Pete, get to work on a plan as to how to best use the dropships to our advantage for the assault. Our remaining APC will be staying here,” I ordered.

      “On it,” Pete said. “But I’m still going with you.”

      “Okay then”—I looked around the table— “you all have your jobs. We’ll hit the citadel just after nightfall. Late enough for the Lancers to be weakened by the night and their movement limited to within the confines of the citadel's bio-heaters. That should give us an extra edge to go with the advantage of surprise that will be on our side. I want everyone in place and ready an hour before that.”

      “And what will you be doing until then?” Captain Kepler grumbled.

      “I've got a call to make.” I glared back at him. “If you need me, I will be in my quarters.”

      With that, the meeting broke up. Everyone left to carry out their orders. Only Camille lingered in the conference room with me. I could see that she had something she wanted to talk about.

      “Deacon . . .” she said.

      “You handle finding a place for the refugees, Camille.” I looked up at her still in my seat at the head of the table.

      “I didn't say that I couldn't,” she told me pointedly. “I'm not concerned about that. I'm concerned about you. I can see you're worried about something.”

      I sighed. “It's that obvious?”

      “To me anyway.” She shrugged. “Are you going to tell me what it is, or do I have to beat it out of you?”

      I laughed. “I'll talk. A friend of my mind risked a lot in getting us the new rifles. I need to make sure she's okay.”

      Camille nodded. “I think it's something more than that.”

      “You're right,” I fessed up. “If we fail out there, Camille . . . that's it. Game over. Not just for us, but likely for everyone left alive on this planet too. We're the only shot they've got at not being wiped out by those creatures.”

      “Then don't fail,” she said in a matter of fact tone.

      “It's that easy, huh?” I smiled at her.

      “It's that easy,” Camille assured me then left the room. I watched her go. If I survived the night. . . maybe, just maybe, there might be something growing between us that I needed to explore.
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      I sat at the desk in my quarters staring at the comm. on it. I wasn't looking forward to the call I was about to make. Honestly, I had no idea how it was going to go. There was just as much a chance of it making things worse as there was of it helping matters. I had put it off long enough though.

      Activating the comm with my Extant, I hailed The Yard. The comms officer there answered my hail, putting me on visual directly to the CIC. Commander Garth stood with his hands behind his back. Shaw was at his side. Around him, his people were busy at their stations.

      “Ah, Lieutenant Gray,” Commander Garth said with a smirk. “I wasn't expecting to hear from you so soon.”

      “Or at all you mean?” I challenged him.

      “Captains Marz and Kepler have been keeping me informed about what you have achieved down there on Earth,” Commander Garth commented. “What you've done is rather impressive, to say the least.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I said. “Once we take out our current target, if things go as planned, we will have established a large safe zone. I'm going to need more troops and ordnance in order to hold it.”

      “I see.” Commander Garth frowned. “I've given you all that I can, Lieutenant. You needn't waste your time asking me for more.”

      “I understand your position, sir.” I stared the scowling image of the commander on the display of Extant. “But you have to understand mine as well. If I don't get the reinforcements I need after this battle, all of it, everything I have done down here will have been for nothing.”

      “And what exactly is that you need from me, Lieutenant?” Commander Garth asked.

      “More men,” I said. “Some fighters would be nice too.”

      “You know my answer to this request already.” Commander Garth's frown grew deeper. “However, there is another matter you and I need to discuss.”

      “Sir?” I asked.

      “Captain Kepler tells me that you paid a visit to the FiveDark installation and Dr. Volkoff.” Commander Garth was attempting to play with me as a cat would its prey. “That base is highly classified, even for an Extant trooper such as yourself. Exactly how did you become aware of its existence and location?”

      “Does that matter?” I challenged him. “Dr. Volkoff was more than happy to provide us with the weapons we needed to turn the tide of things down here.”

      “Thirty rifles, Lieutenant? You really think that's enough to save an entire planet?” Commander Garth snorted.

      “It's a start,” I said. “Dr. Volkoff has her people producing more of the rifles as we speak.”

      “Be that as it may, you didn't answer my question.” Commander Garth's voice dripped with held in anger.

      It was time for me to make my move.

      “How I found out isn't as important as when. You withheld critical information, possibly key to the survival of the human species. I am hereby relieving you of command of The Yard on the grounds of dereliction of duty” I said boldly.

      Commander Garth blinked. “You have no authority to do any such thing, Lieutenant Gray.”

      “You heard him!” Shaw matched my boldness. I watched as she drew her sidearm and aimed it at Commander Garth. Even from my position, I could tell the air hummed with tension.

      The CIC personnel around them were both stunned and divided. Thankfully, those that backed Shaw were more numerous.

      Commander Garth could see that he had already lost, he made one last play. “Lower your weapon, Shaw, and I will forgive you this. I won't make that offer twice.”

      Two security officers had come running into the CIC.

      “Take him into custody!” Shaw yelled at them.

      One of the two security officers raised his weapon at Shaw. His comrade struck fast, bashing him in the back of the skull with the butt of his pistol. The officer that had been loyal, Commander Garth toppled to the floor, unconscious.

      “Yes ma'am,” the remaining security officer said. “This way, sir.” He gestured with his weapon, mouth a grim line. There was no room for negotiation in his features.

      He gestured at Commander Garth to follow him out of the CIC as one of the other officers moved to disarm the unconscious security man sprawled out near her station.

      “You're going to regret this, Gray,” Commander Garth snarled at me.

      “Maybe,” I admitted, but what was done was done. “Not as much as you, you fucking traitor.”

      The security officer led Commander Garth away as Shaw turned her attention back to me.

      “It's over, Deacon,” she assured me. “Thank you.”

      “I think that's my line.” I grinned. “Without your help we wouldn't have a chance in hell down here. Are you sure you are going to be okay up there?”

      Shaw smiled. “Yeah. I think so. We've all been keeping up with what you have accomplished on Earth.  Most everyone up here is rooting for you and more than eager to help in any way they can.”

      “Glad to hear it,” I said sincerely. “I wasn't sure how that was going to go.”

      “The folks up here know Earth is the key,” Shaw said. “Without her, this war is already over.”

      Shaw caught her breath before asking, “So what's the plan now?”

      “That will depend on how the next battle goes.” I shrugged. “But you'll be hearing from us down here, either way, by 06:00.”

      “Good luck,” Shaw said. “Go kick some alien ass.”

      “That's the plan.” I smiled and ended my Extant's transmission. Now that things at The Yard had been dealt with, it was time to get my head back in the game and win the fight that lay ahead.
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      I kept my assault team small and handpicked. Pete Vargas was my second in command for it. There were six of us in all that boarded Dropship 11, and there were no fancy call signs for the dropships that were going to be part of the attack on the alien citadel. Dropship 12 had suffered technical issues and was out of the fight. We would work with what we had.

      Pete took a seat in the rear of the dropship alongside Maggie, Samuel, and Harrison. Maggie had proved herself time and time again. I knew she was perfect for the op. Samuel and Harrison were new to me, beyond what I had read in their respective files. Samuel had almost become an Extant trooper like myself.  The only thing that stopped him was his psych evaluation. He showed over aggression and a lack of restraint, but that was exactly what we needed.

      Samuel would do just fine for my team, as far as I saw it. Harrison was a half tech and half combat trooper. He’d been serving aboard the Peart as both a security officer and a relief comm specialist. The man knew machines. All of the alien technology we had encountered thus far was biological in nature, but I wanted him along in case we ran into surprises. Better safe than sorry was a good motto to follow, and he was competent enough as a soldier to carry his own weight without someone needing to babysit him.

      Samuel was a rough sort of man. His body was hard with muscle, almost as hard as his eyes. Just looking at him, one could sense a cloud of potential violence. A black, gray flecked mustache covered his upper lip. Harrison was tall—really tall. The guy stood close to seven feet in height, though he lacked Samuel's powerful, muscled bulk. According to his file though, he was one hell of a runner. The guy was fast. I hoped his reflexes were too.

      Maggie looked out of place next to the two of them. She wore NAF standard issue combat armor now in place of her civilian clothing, but she still carried her pump action shotgun. It wasn't her primary weapon, as we were all armed with the new Chiller rifles for that. But she kept her sawed off shotgun sheathed in a holster on her back. She didn't look nervous—if anything, she looked resigned to her fate. Live or die, I knew she would go down fighting. That was just the type of woman she was. She had grown on me a great deal since I had met her, and I truly respected her cold determination. The grimness of her expression as she sat in the dropship's rear reflected my own mood. It all came down to this one battle. The future of the human race was resting heavily on our shoulders, and all of us knew it.

      The sixth and final member of my strike team was Trey Laybourne. He was my age. His file claimed that he was one of the best pilots in the NAF. Laybourne was actually a fighter pilot, but more than qualified to handle a dropship. I took an instant liking to him as I strapped into the co-pilot seat. He met me with a wry grin.  His hair was dyed blue to match his eyes. Trey wore an old school flight jacket instead of a proper flight suit.  He noticed me staring at it.

      “It gives me more freedom of movement, sir,” Trey said in way of an explanation.

      I didn't really give a shit if he could fly like his file claimed.

      Waving aside his concern, I said, “Get her fired up and ready to go.”

      “Yes, sir,” Trey answered and started running the dropship's pre-flight checks.

      Our dropship would be the last to depart from the Lee. The rest of her dropships, along with those from the Peart, would be leading the assault on the alien citadel. I planned on watching how they fared against the nine towers of the citadel through my Extant. In the wake of the dropships, the rest of my forces would be moving in from the cover of the trees using pick trucks and four-wheelers already in position for the strike.  They had been able to creep up on the alien citadel thanks to the same tech that Dr. Volkoff had equipped the dropship I was using for my strike team. I didn't understand how the cloaking tech worked and didn't care. I knew it had something to do with sonic fields, and even that was more than I needed to know. All that mattered was that the tech was simple, and with Dr. Volkoff's help via long range comms, Captain Marz and his people had been able to equip the civilian vehicles being used in the attack with basic versions of it.

      “I'm going to be out of it and monitoring the attack via my Extant for our approach on the citadel,” I told Laybourne. “Get us there in one piece, okay?”

      “I'll do my best, sir,” Laybourne promised. “Going to crank us up some battle music and just roll with it all as it comes.”

      Laybourne flicked a switch on the dropship's controls and Highway way to Hell by the old band AC/DC blared to life over the dropship's internal speakers. I laughed before closing my eyes and merging into the A.I. of Extant. Through it, I could see everything that was happening. Not just through the sensors of the Lee and the Peart but through the systems of the various other dropships as well. The overwhelming amount of data the Extant poured into my mind hit me like someone throwing a brick into my forehead. You would think that one would eventually get used to it, but I hadn't. It was all so surreal. Almost like being some kind of all-knowing deity.

      One by one the dropships flew out of the hangar bays of the two carriers. They got into a wedge formation and streaked across the sky in the direction of the alien citadel. The dropships were my fighters. Not really built for the job but they were all I had, and they brought their own brand of punch.

      NAF Dropship. Stats adjusted to scale.

      Hull Integrity- 7

      Speed- 5

      Maneuverability- 4

      Shields- N.A.

      Firepower- 4/7.  First number is indicative of standard dropship forward guns. Second number reflects rating of the two Hellblazer missiles carried by each dropship.

      Dropship 2 was in the lead, dropships 1 and 3 flanked it. The rest were spread out across the sky behind them. All of their engines burned hot. I could see their red glow in the wide-angle image of their formation that my Extant was showing me.

      “Show me the alien citadel,” I ordered my Extant.

      Alien Command Citadel.

      Structural integrity- 7

      Speed- 0

      Maneuverability- 0

      Shields- 8 when applicable. Alien shields are not complete around towers. Designed to move and intercept fire as needed. Exist in state of constant motion. Energy source- Unknown.

      Firepower- 10 except for primary tower. Firepower of primary tower rated at 12. A single shot will eliminate a dropship on contact.

      I watched as the dropships came streaking in toward the alien citadel. The weapons atop the towers responded to them instantly, rotating to target the dropships as they began firing. Bursts of hellish red liquid light cut through the air at the inbound dropships. A blast struck Dropship 3 head on.

      Damage to Dropship 3 rated at level 9. Dropship destroyed.

      It blossomed into an expanding ball of fire as debris from its shattered hull flew from the explosion.  Dropship 2 took a glancing blow.

      Dropship 2 has sustained 5 damage. Engines and main power are failing.

      Careening sideways, Dropship 2 entered into an Earthbound spin. Thick, black tendrils of smoke poured out from behind it.

      The dropships were within range to return fire now. The forward guns of the eight remaining ships opened up on the towers of the alien citadel. Orange tracer rounds flashed as fire pounded into the towers and their shields.

      Shields of alien towers undamaged. Insufficient damage inflicted to penetrate or weaken them.

      However, dropships 4 and 6 had gotten off bursts of fire that managed to make contact with the weapons mounted on two of the towers before the alien's shields could move into place to protect them.

      Concentrated and sustained fire from Dropship 6 has destroyed an alien weapon.

      The gun Dropship 6 had hit blew. The ensuing explosion took apart the top of the tower it was mounted on.

      Dropship 4 has damaged another alien weapon.

      Veering away from the towers at maximum speed, Dropship 4's engines were burning hot. The desperate maneuver didn't save it. A beam of liquid light from another tower slashed across its side. Dropship 4's armored hull melted, slagged by the strange, alien energy.

      6 damage inflicted upon Dropship 4.

      Its pilot fought to adjust the dropship's course in vain. It had simply taken too much damage. Dropship 4 flew directly into an alien tower. It exploded there, taking the top of the tower and the alien weapon with it in a hellish cloud.

      I saw that the weapon Dropship 4 had fired upon had gone berserk. Its barrel jerked upward, then down, firing randomly, as the weapon continued to swivel about atop its tower.

      All around the towers of the citadel, on the ground below them, swarmed Lancers and Partials.  Among their ranks were over a dozen of the more powerful alien creatures called Collectors. The Collectors all carried smaller, mobile versions of the wicked weapons atop the towers. They put them to use too. The Collectors were firing up into the sky at the dropships. My Extant showed me their stats without hesitation.

      Alien creatures known as Collectors. Stats adjusted for scale.

      Invasive

      Density- 10

      Mobility- 6

      Lethality- 8

      Vitality- 8

      Organic

      Each Collector is armed with an energy weapon similar to those encountered at towers. Small versions. Best guess as to damage level- 9.

      Alien Lancers and Partials have no means of striking at Dropships. Threat level in that regard- 0.

      I knew damn well the Lancers and Partials were a threat to the ground forces that stood waiting on my order to move in. My Extant picked up on what I was thinking and fed me their stats and numbers.

      One hundred and seventy-two Lancers present outside of alien structures.

      Invasive

      Density- 7

      Mobility- 6

      Lethality- 7

      Vitality- 7

      Organic

      Another sixty-five of creatures designated as Partials present.

      Invasive

      Density- 2

      Mobility- 4

      Lethality- 5 (due to sheer strength)

      Vitality- 5

      Organic

      All Lancers and Partials are functioning at peak ratings. No reduction for coolness of air temps or lack of light. Alien bio-tech heating units compensating for and counteracting any such negative effects.

      Fuck, I thought. I had known that the citadel would surely have such units surrounding it, but I had hoped the Lancers and Partials might still be slowed some by the chill night air.

      Dropship 7 became a ball of fire as it plunged out of the sky. One of the alien weapons had put a burst of liquid light through its middle section.

      Forward guns blazing, Dropship 9 came in hot at one of the alien towers. The concentric rings of the shields protecting the tower rose to block the high velocity rounds. The shield glowed as they hammered into it.

      Hellblazer missiles streaked from the launchers of Dropship 10. The alien weapon they were headed for tried to blast them out of the air, but the missiles were too fast for its point defense fire. The Hellblazers slammed into the alien weapon.

      Double Damage! Total damage inflicted- 14. Alien Weapon eliminated!

      The explosion of the detonating Hellblazers vaporized the weapon. I resisted giving a victory whoop as I watched it go up. That was two of the alien towers' weapons taken out and a third crippled, though still dangerous with its continuous wild firing. One of its blasts struck the field below the towers, and over a dozen Lancers and several Partials were cooked alive by the rogue shot.

      12 Lancers and 7 Partials eliminated by blast from alien defense weapon.

      I couldn't help but smile. Any reduction in the army of aliens we were up against was a fucking gift from the gods of combat.

      Dropship 10 paid the ultimate price for its success. Two more of the massive weapons swiveled about to engage it. Beams of liquid light slashed through Dropship 10 from different angles, ripping it to pieces.

      A Collector managed to get in a shot that struck the underside of Dropship 8. Its smaller, tentacle-held weapon wasn't enough to blow the ship in a single shot, but it damaged the hull, which began sluicing off liquified metal.

      3 damage dealt to Dropship 8. Engine power reduced by thirty percent. Hellblazer missile launchers crippled and offline.

      The battle wasn't going well. Already, four dropships had been destroyed and a fifth knocked out of the fight. In trade for their sacrifice, only three alien weapons had been fully obliterated. A part of me wanted to order the dropship I was aboard to join the fight. I couldn't though. That wasn't part of the plan.

      Dropship 5 came howling in at one of the alien towers. Its forward guns cut a swath of destruction across the front of the tower, high velocity rounds ripping away the tower's alien bio-armor. The tower's weapon returned fire. Dropship 5 shot upward, soaring over the blasts coming its way in a demonstration of brilliant flying.

      Dropship 8 had followed Dropship 5 in. Launching its Hellblazer missiles, Dropship 8 finished what Dropship 5 had started. The upper sections of the tower blew apart in a heated flash of orange and yellow.  Debris from the exploding toward peppered Dropship 8's hull with ragged gashes.

      Damage taken by Dropship 8- 5. Dropship 8 attempting evasive maneuvers.

      Dropship 8 swung hard to the right, taking it onto a course toward the weapon of another tower. The tower's weapon swiveled around to engage it. I held my breath, hoping for a miracle. It wasn't forthcoming. Dropship 8 was hit, taking two shots to its port side before a third slammed directly into its pilot compartment.

      Alien weapon has destroyed Dropship 8. Damage dealt- 9.

      Dropship 5 swung about to come at the tower from behind. Hellblazer missiles left its launchers. They hit the tower just below where the weapon atop it was mounted. The damage they inflicted cut the tower in two. The alien weapon plunged earthward into the ranks of the Lancers and Partials below.

      For better or worse, the time had come from me to order Captain Marz and all those waiting with him into the fight.

      “Marz!” I yelled through the comm. of my Extant helmet. “Move forward and engage the Lancers!”

      From the cover of the trees facing the eastern side of the alien citadel, Captain Marz's forces entered the battle. Pickup trucks with heavy weapons mounted in their beds, four-wheelers ridden by armored infantry troopers, and resistance fighters surged forward. My Extant made it possible for me to hear the chatter of the .50 caliber weapons in the truck beds firing.

      Three small groups of Captain Marz's troopers advanced on foot, pausing to fire shoulder mounted RPGs into the ranks of the Lancers and Partials that were charging forward to meet the attack force. One RPG struck within a cluster of Lancers, ripping them to shreds. Another, aimed at one of the Collectors, took the massive alien monster in its side as it turned toward the incoming weapon too late to do anything but die in an explosion of heat and light. The last RPG hammered into the base of one of the towers with a weapon still functional atop it.

      I saw an infantry man riding a four-wheeler go barreling into two Lancers. One of the Lancer's died as the four-wheeler crashed into its pelvis, shattering the creature like a falling chandelier. The impact threw the infantry man from the four-wheeler. He landed, rolling, to come up onto his feet with the pulse rifle he was holding leveled at the other Lancer. The blast of fully automatic fire from the rifle dug into the Lancer's chest, tearing it open. The Lancer shrieked as it died; a horrid sound that brought a grim smile to my face. The infantry man spun about as a wave of Lancers closed on him. He died as they washed over him, their arm blades hacking his body to bits and pieces.

      A Collector targeted one of the advancing pickup trucks with the wicked, spiked weapon it held clutched in its tentacles. Liquid light flashed from the weapon's spikes at the pickup truck. The beam cut into the truck's grill, melting through it and its engine block alike. The truck blossomed into a ball of expanding orange as it blew up, and one of the soldiers riding in its bed escaped the explosion by being hurled clear. He died as several Lancers surrounded him. Before he could get to his feet, their arm blades rose and fell, tearing him into strips of reddened gore.

      “Sir!” Laybourne yelled at me. “It's time!”

      His voice snapped me back into the real world and away from the staggering amount of data and images my Extant was feeding into my brain.

      “Punch it,” I ordered.

      Dropship 11 lurched as it sprang into motion. It rose up from the hangar bay floor of the Lee and shot forward out of the carrier. I ran a quick check of the number of other dropships still in the fight. Dropships 1 and 7 had been destroyed while I was watching the beginning of the ground battle around the alien citadel.  That only left Dropships 5 and 9 engaged with the towers. There were five of the alien weapons atop the towers that remained functional. I couldn't order Laybourne to take a shot at the weapons; we needed to get around them without being noticed and fired upon. Laybourne must have been feeling exactly like I was because I saw the anger and frustration on his face. Outnumbered and overmatched, Dropships 5 and 9 couldn't last much longer and we both knew it.

      The course Laybourne had laid in for Dropship 11 took us out away from the battle over the woods to the west of the alien citadel, swinging wide around it. Dropship 11 turned about once it was well passed the alien base and sunk low to the ground, flying just above the tree tops. It slowed and came in for a landing. As soon as it had touched down, its rear door blew open. Pete and Samuel were the first through it. I popped the straps holding me in the co-pilot's seat and ran after them with Maggie and Harrison.

      Laybourne was to hold position and wait on us to return. I didn't envy him. If a group of Lancers and Partials, or worse, a Collector, spotted the ship, he would be all but defenseless against them.

      As I ran out of the dropship, catching up with Pete and Sameul, my Extant showed me another set of images from the battle raging in front of the alien citadel. Captain Marz had brought the new Chiller rifles into the fight. All of his troops armed with the Chillers had formed into a firing line much like the British had used back in the days of muskets. The Lancers and Partials came streaming toward them in thick waves.

      “Fire!” I heard Captain Marz order through my Extant. Claude was at his side, a Chiller rifle braced against his shoulder as he opened fire too.

      The first blast of fire from the Chillers decimated the ranks of the charging Lancers and Partials. The new rifles lived up their hype. Each shot they fired took out one of the aliens. Those on the firing line kept shooting without letting up. Dozens of Lancers and Partials were sent to hell in a matter of seconds. Had there been more troopers equipped with the rifles on the firing line or less aliens coming at them, the creatures' advance would have been completely broken.

      “Hey!” Pete Vargas shouted in my direction.

      I shook my head, clearing it and forcing my Extant to shut the fuck up.

      My small strike team made its way up inside the perimeter of the alien citadel with Samuel in the lead.  All of them were carrying Chiller rifles, though Pete, Maggie, and myself had all brought along back up weapons as well. We came upon a group of three Lancers and two Partials at the rear of the alien citadel. The creatures spotted us and came charging to block our path, but Samuel moved like lightning. His Chiller barked twice as he put a round through the skull of a Lancer and then shifted his aim to gut one of the Partials. Not to be outdone, Pete Vargas let loose too. Pete's Chiller cracked, bucking against his armored shoulder as he took out another of the Lancers closing on us. That only left one of the alien warriors, and Maggie got it before I could even raise my Chiller to target. Her shot slammed into the Lancer's mid-section and cut the monster in two, severing it in two glittering halves.

      The remaining Partial was an ugly thing. Its Rewiring process had left the creature with three arms, one of them bladed like a Lancer's. The Partial squealed in anger as I brought my Chiller to bear on it. My shot pulped the twisted, malformed thing atop its shoulders that passed for its head, sending frozen shards out of the skull at hypersonic velocity.

      Two more Lancers had spotted us and were coming our way. Samuel dropped both of them with clean shots from his Chiller at a distance, then turned to smile at me.

      “Damn fine weapon,” he said. I smiled in return then we were back in the fight.

      We reached the backside of one of the large alien structures that intel suggested was a holding cell for human prisoners. The door that led into it was composed of solidified alien fungus. Pete slammed a blast charge from his pack onto it.

      “Everybody get clear!” Pete warned, running away from the door as the rest of us sought cover.

      The charge detonated, blowing open the way inside in a cloud of debris that smelled like death and rot.

      No Lancers or Partials came pouring out of the alien structure at us. There was nothing beyond the blown doorway. Even my Extant could only detect darkness.

      “On me!” I ordered, leading the others inside. Whatever came next, we would face it together.
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      As I stepped into the dark corridor of the alien structure, another kind of darkness consumed me. It was my Extant, drawing me back into its data feed. Light flooded my eyes and mind as the Extant showed me the battle raging outside once more.

      Captain Marz and his men had taken heavy losses. The Lancers and Partials had paid a great price for breaking their firing line but the few that remained continued to fight. I saw a soldier skewered upon the blade of a Lancer and another's head pulped inside his helmet by the blow of a fist from one of the Partials. The real threat was the larger, tentacled aliens called Collectors. They were trading fire with Captain Marz and his men. Being the only aliens with any sort of distance weapon, they were the deadliest in the current battle.

      The entire forward area of the alien citadel was awash with the blood of fallen Lancers, Partials, and human soldiers. Captain Marz’s remaining men had withdrawn into a defensive position, surrounding themselves with parked and damaged vehicles like a circle of wagons. Many of the troopers with Chiller rifles were dead. Their weapons that hadn't been rendered inoperable were picked up by others and kept in use, a hail of frigid fire still cutting through the ranks of aliens. A Lancer died shrieking as a Chiller round pierced its ribs, bursting out of its back.

      There were three Collectors still on the field. They were holding back and using Captain Marz's own abandoned vehicles as cover. Their wicked, spiked weapons crackled as they poured fire into the circle the captain and his men had fallen back into. One of their shots entered the fuel tank of an old pickup truck.

      Direct hit. Damage dealt- 9.

      The truck exploded, bouncing up into the air. The soldiers around it were cooked alive as the flames washed over them and parts of the truck were converted into a deadly rain of shrapnel.

      Three soldiers dead, additional two wounded.

      “Hold the line!” Captain Marz screamed. There was blood on his armor; I couldn't tell whether it was his or not. Claude was still at his side. The former security officer's Chiller hissed as it spat a round in the direction of the Collectors.

      I wanted so desperately to be out there with them, but that wasn't possible. All I could do was watch through my Extant and pray for the best.

      Shifting my point of view, I scanned the sky for the two remaining dropships that had been engaged with the towers. There was no sign of either of them. Coils of black smoke rose from the hills around the alien citadel, making it easy to guess their fate. Much to my surprise, there were only two still functional weapons atop the towers, and they had fallen silent. It appeared whatever was controlling them was intelligent enough at least to realize that firing down onto the battlefield was a bad idea.

      There were still Lancers and Partials along with the remaining handful of Collectors, forcing the towers to be selective with their fire. If they shot those enormous cannons at Captain Marz and his men, the aliens could take out their own forces. Whatever was controlling the weapons on the tower had to be something we hadn't seen yet. I knew that Collectors wouldn't have any such qualms about firing through the Lancers and Partials to get at their targets. They were doing so even as I watched.

      Pete Vargas slapped the side of my helmet, knocking me back into the real world.

      He was angry, his eyes flashing with heat as he pointed to the battlefield.

      “Now ain't the time for that Extant bullshit!” Pete snarled. “We've got a job to do here!”

      I nodded, clearing my head and agreeing all in one movement. The corridor we stood in was so wide a human tank could roll along it without scraping its walls. There were no Lancers or Partials nearby, or my Extant would have warned me of their presence. The way was clear, and I was the only thing holding us back.

      “Okay,” I said to Pete. “Let's move!”

      Maggie, Samuel, Harrison, Pete, and I sprinted through the corridor taking the right branch. The corridor looped around inside the structure, winding toward its center. When we reached its end, the corridor opened in a giant room. In the center was an alien creature of a sort that none of us had ever seen before. I knew that was the case because Pete was just as shocked by the thing as I was, and he had spent weeks on Earth fighting back before the Adirondack had ever returned from its test cruise of the new Alcubierre Drive.

      “What the hell is that?” Pete gasped.

      The creature was several times the size of a Collector. The exo-skeleton of slick and hardened fungal mass that covered its form gleamed in the dim light of the vast room. The light came from luminous patches of moss-like fungus that grew on the room's walls, and the creature was morbidly elegant, like a train wreck you just couldn't stop staring at. Strands of organic wiring ran from its head, chest, and back into the walls like power or control cables running from a mainframe computer. I didn't need my Extant to tell me that it was the thing which had been controlling the weapons atop the citadel's towers.

      The giant alien monster noticed us, its huge eyes fluttering open to reveal angry orbs of red. Pincers extended from the corners of its mouth, snapping violently together in front of it, the spittle flying as it began to rise on six legs, each as tall as man and unfolding with far too many joints. The thing's arms were human in shape despite their size. Each of its hands were clusters of moving and shifting blades.

      “Cattle!” the thing snarled in perfect English.

      My Extant had appraised the creature at a glance and began to feed me its stats.

      Alien creature- designated Siren.

      Invasive

      Density- 15

      Mobility- 7

      Lethality- 15

      Vitality- 20

      Organic

      I blinked in awe of the thing's sheer power. As tough as its stats made it seem, I knew it was far deadlier than even they indicated. This was the alien brain, sheathed in a structure so tough as to be indistinguishable from a tank with fangs.

      Siren creatures are likely of elite class that control all alien actions on Earth. Each citadel upon this planet is almost assuredly home to such a creature, though it is possible others exist outside of the citadels.

      “Take it out!” I barked at the others.

      Pete dropped into a firing position, his Chiller putting a round into the Siren's center mass. The Siren wailed in pain, its arms thrashing wildly through the air. Perhaps we could have finished the thing in that moment if the rest of us had managed to get off shots at it, but that didn't happen. The Siren's scream was more than just sound.

      Warning! my Extant cried out into my head. Alien Creature designated Siren is attacking on a telepathic level! Countermeasures engaging!

      I staggered, but my Extant protected me from the worst of the thing's telepathic scream. The others didn't have anything to protect them from its power and fury. Harrison was closest to the Siren. His head exploded like an overripe melon inside his helmet. Maggie collapsed to her knees, screaming, hands clasped vainly over her ears. Pete was knocked over backward, eyes rolling wild like an animal in pain. He landed on his back with a loud grunt, the features of his face twisted in a grimace of sheer agony. Samuel ducked back outside the room, escaping the brunt of the telepathic burst.

      It was up to me to stop the Siren from slaughtering us all, and quickly. Whipping the barrel of my Chiller up to take aim at the Siren's chest, I squeezed the trigger. One of the Siren's bladed hands flicked through the air with blinding speed to intercept the round I had fired, and the Chiller round sparked harmlessly away from the Siren's defensive strike. I fired again, trying to keep the monster's attention on me and me alone. Again, the Siren blocked my shot.

      Now Maggie was on her feet. She had dropped her Chiller but drew her sawed off shotgun. It thundered, both barrels discharging into the side of the Siren. The heavy slugs slammed into it with no discernible effect other than causing the thing to shift its center of balance.

      Pete Vargas entered the fight. His Chiller put a round into the monster's back. The Siren arched its center mass forward, shrieking in pain, as Samuel came running back into the large chamber. This time, the Siren had concentrated its telepathic cry, adding an element of sonic force to it. It struck Samuel full on. He was flung from his feet, flying backward as his eyes exploded inside their sockets. His body thudded onto the floor of the room, blood pouring from where his eyes had been as his body twitched spasmodically.

      Not letting up, Pete fired a second shot into the Siren, and the round went home with a brilliant spark.

      Chiller rounds are penetrating bio-tech armor of Siren exoskeleton. They lack sufficient power to produce a one shot kill as with a Lancer. Concentrated fire recommended.

      I could see the cold of the Chiller rounds slowing the Siren. They had to be, or we would have all been dead. The massive creature was like something out of a nightmare, but my Extant had given me an indirect clue as to the nature of the beast. Penetrating its bio-tech armor implied we weren't really seeing the true Siren. The thing had to be wearing the bio-tech, fungal equivalent of my Extant armor. It would sure explain the thing's bizarre hand blades and how they moved. It didn't explain how the thing, unlike every other alien we had encountered, could speak, and in perfect English at that.

      Part of me desperately wanted to take the Siren alive. If we did, maybe we could force the thing to talk.  Find out what its race had planned for our planet once humanity was wiped out, and why they had attacked us in the first place. Our shot of taking the thing alive . . . it was non-existent. We would be lucky to just survive our encounter with it. The answer was more rounds, and as fast as we could send them downrange.

      The Siren whirled on Pete. One of its arms moved like that of a baseball player making a throw toward home plate. Half a dozen of the blades on the thing's right hand disengaged from whatever held them there, and in a glittering shower, they spun end over end at Pete. The old Navy man hurled himself sideways but wasn't fast enough to escape them all. Pete howled as one blade laid open his left thigh with a spray of blood.  Two more sunk into the flesh of his left arm, burying themselves there. He lost his hold on his Chiller rifle, which went skidding across the floor away from him. Pete landed on the floor of the chamber with a loud grunt of pain, blood pouring from his wounds.

      Maggie's shotgun boomed. The Siren flinched as its blast caught the creature in one of its leg joints, bone and armor cracking with a satisfying snap. The joint ruptured, spraying brown goo like blood. The leg folded up under the Siren, retracting to tuck itself under the massive thing's body, but it still had five more to stand and move on. Maggie screamed as the Siren took a swing at her. She ducked, barely avoiding the blades of its right hand. I saw her pop the breach of her shotgun, spent shells flying as she struggled to reload while moving. The Siren towered above her, moving in for the kill.

      I braced my Chiller against my shoulder and fired. My shot smacked into the side of the Siren's armored head. The impact jarred the monster, cracking its exoskeleton with a series of furrows that rained fragments down on the floor. It wasn't enough to stop the Siren from going after Maggie, but it did slow the creature down.

      3 damage dealt to Siren.

      Maggie used the time I had bought her to roll away from where she lay just before one of the Siren's bladed hands slammed into the floor of the chamber where she had been. I watched as Maggie scrambled to her feet and high tailed it away from the monster. She was overmatched and knew it.

      The Siren rose up to its full height, its back straight, eyes blazing red.

      “Surrender!” it boomed. “I have summoned Lancers to this location. Their arrival is imminent. You have no hope of escaping this chamber.”

      My Extant picked up on the shock I was feeling. How had the thing known what we called the Lancers?

      Telepathic nature of alien creature designated Siren confirmed.

      “Well that’s fucking great. It reads minds and decided to rip off every shitty villain speech I’ve ever seen,” I said, lifting my Chiller. “If you can read minds, you know we won’t quit, either. Go fuck yourself.”

      My Chiller cracked as I put another round into the Siren, this one carving dead center into its chest.  The Siren reared back, squealing.

      It had been truthful about summoning Lancers. Three of the creatures came charging into the chamber, trapping us between them and their master. Their arm blades were out and ready. I spun, dropping into a crouching position as I let loose on them, my Chiller's barrel flashing in rapid succession as I popped off four shots. I splattered the head of one Lancer, put a round into the second creature's heart that blew out its back, and double tapped the last with two shots that ripped its guts to frozen ribbons.

      Jerking my Chiller's spent magazine free of the weapon, I reloaded, slamming a fresh one into place. The metal was covered in frost, and it clanked when it hit the floor.

      Pete had managed to pull the blades in his thigh free of his body, but his pants were soaked red around the wounds. He was tougher than hell and grabbed his Chiller with a rueful twist of his lips.

      “I’ll live,” was all he said, firing at the Siren with grim efficiency. He sent a volley of shots at the Siren, firing from the hip as he dragged himself across the chamber in a moving target. The Siren grunted as each one struck it. Reeling sideways, the Siren finally fell. The massive monster crashed onto the floor, its exoskeleton opened up along its center, sliding apart with a mechanical series of clicks that echoed around us.

      The thing that emerged from it was an unspeakable abomination. It was an oozing mass of bacterial fungus, amorphous, gray, and coated with slime. I watched as its ooze reshaped itself. When its transformation was complete, the Siren resembled a tall woman composed entirely of fungal matter, her legs impossibly long, her skin oozing with a thousand pustules of unknown fluid. She turned to me, eyes glowing with scarlet bioluminescence.

      “You are immune to my commands,” she said matter-of-factly. “But your friends are not.”

      Maggie froze where she was, finger in the process of squeezing the trigger of her shotgun. Pete froze too, the barrel of his Chiller slumping toward the floor.

      “You humans have such weak minds,” the Siren purred. “What makes you different? Tell me or those you call friends die.”

      If the thing thought threatening me with killing Pete and Maggie would stop me from doing my job, it was wrong. It clearly had as much to learn about us humans as we did its twisted, fungal race.

      My Extant updated the Siren's stats.

      Alien creature- designated Siren- true form.

      Invasive

      Density- 4

      Mobility- 7

      Lethality- 3 (though 10 in terms of non-physical attack. Creature is a powerful telepath.)

      Vitality- 7

      Fully Organic as now deprived of bio-tech armor.

      Shrugging, I emptied half of the newly loaded magazine in my Chiller at the Siren. Now that it was outside of its armor, their effect on the Siren was devastating. Each shot tore away chunks of the Siren's body, and it wailed like a banshee. What was left of the thing that wasn't in pieces flopped onto the floor, a puddle of fungal ooze, but I wasn't done with it yet. I wanted make absolutely fucking sure the Siren was dead.

      Pete and Maggie snapped out of the trance-like state the Siren had been holding them in thrall.

      “Vargas!” I called out. “Willie Pete on that thing!”

      On Pete's belt were two grenades. One of them was a standard fragmentation grenade, the other white phosphorous. I got the hell away from the remains of the Siren as the retired Navy man lobbed the WP grenade onto them. Fire burned, white and hot, consuming what was left of the Siren in a horrid pyre of snaps and pops.

      “Deacon . . .” Pete stammered, staring at me. “What did that thing do to me?”

      “It was like being—invaded. Taken,” Maggie said, wiping her mouth like she’d tasted something foul.

      “No time!” I barked. “We've got to get to the other building!”

      The alien citadel contained two square buildings amid its structures, the one we were in and a second one near it. The other building had to be where the human prisoners were being kept if there were any, and it was a safe bet that there were. It was why we were here instead of out there with Captain Marz and the others.

      Maggie and Pete were slow to get moving, but they pulled themselves together after being held captive in their own minds, and we got back in the game.

      A pair of Lancers were coming into the building as we headed out. Pete's Chiller took one; Maggie's shotgun the other. We leaped over their bodies, continuing at a full out sprint. As soon as we were outside, I took the lead. The entrance of the other square structure wasn't that far away. I could hear screams and gunfire from the battle still raging in front of the towers. It was hard to ignore them, but we had to. If there were humans in the other building, we were their only hope.

      A stunned Collector turned to face us as we entered the other building. The thing tried to bring up the wicked looking gun clutched in its tentacles at us. I didn't give it the chance. My Chiller spat a round that tore through the thing's forehead.

      Mortal wound. Damage doubled to 18.

      The Collector's body flopped sideways. I ran past it without slowing down. Maggie and Pete were doing their best to keep up with me, but he was breathing hard. The old man, as tough as he was, looked like he had about had it. His body was giving out on him, and only his iron will kept him going. The blood that continued to leak from the wounds in his thigh wasn’t helping matters either. I could see the pain he was in with every step he took, and at a second glance, Maggie wasn't in much better shape. Physically she looked to be fine, but I could tell whatever the Siren had done to her mind had taken a heavy toll on her. Her eyes were sunken and her expression darker than usual.

      As soon as I was passed the dead Collector, the short corridor leading into the depths of the building opened into a wide area full of holding cells.

      One hundred and fifty-three humans present in cells. Thirty-three are infected with alien pathogen and are in various stages of Rewiring process. Two modified Collectors up ahead!

      I saw the Collectors. They looked exactly like all the others of their type I had seen, except for the arms. All the other Collectors had tentacles, but these two had oversized, bio-tech arms that protruded from the sides of their bodies. Their right arms ended in glowing whips and their left in something akin to the wide barrel of a cannon. My Extant fed me their stats.

      Modified Collectors

      Invasive

      Density- 9

      Mobility- 7

      Lethality- 6/9 (equipped with energy whips and bio-tech arm blaster)

      Vitality- 9

      Organic

      One of the Collectors fired its arm blaster at us. An orb of crackling blue energy discharged from it, widening in flight to expand like a web. Pete and I dodged the round, but Maggie was hit dead on. It sliced her into bloody bits, her pieces falling to the corridor floor in a wet rain.

      I didn't intend to let the alien bastards get off a second shot. I fired at one Collector as Pete targeted the other. My shot hit the closer of the two creatures in its shoulder, causing it to stumble.

      Chiller damage dealt- 7.

      I hadn't managed the one shot kill I had been hoping for, but I had still fucked the creature up badly enough that its arm swung limply. Greenish pus leaked from the gaping hole in the thing's shoulder above its arm blaster, now dangling toward the floor, inert.

      Pete's shot missed its target. It tore into the fungal wall of the structure behind where the Collector stood, and the alien charged forward, its whip cracking through the air with a malevolent hiss. The whip wrapped around his Chiller, then the Collector gave a savage jerk, taking the rifle from Pete’s hands.

      Pete’s eyes went wide and he would've died right then and there had I not swung my own rifle around to blow apart the Collector's skull with a hurried, desperate shot.

      I saved Pete's life but left myself open to the other wounded Collector. The thing got me with its whip, lashing me just above the knee of my left leg. The Collector yanked back on the whip, pulling me from my feet with a shout as I smashed onto the floor, jarred inside my armor. My Chiller went bouncing away from me, beyond my reach.

      Knife deployed!

      A section of my Extant armor opened on the right thigh, extending an energy knife for me to use. I grabbed it free of the compartment it had been sheathed in and swung the blade at the Collector's energy whip. Its shimmering blade cut through the whip with ease, freeing me. I rolled to my feet, coming up in a fighting stance. The wounded Collector and I stared at each other, an air of surprise around the putrid monster. The thing had clearly underestimated me. In that moment, the power keeping the lights on and the holding cells inside the building went out. The humans inside the cells came pouring out, screaming and yelling as they ran for the door.

      “Pete!” I shouted. “Get them out of here!”

      He was barely hanging on, but he joined the group of fleeing humans, barking orders at them and trying to keep them from running wildly into the raging battle outside the building.

      The Collector's whip retracted into its arm. Its other arm hung limply at the thing's side. My shot had completely crippled it, but the fucking thing still had plenty of fight left in it. The Collector screeched its fury as it charged me, but I stood my ground, flipping my knife around in my hand so that I held the tip of its blade.  My wrist snapped as I threw the knife at the charging monster. It thunked into the center of the Collector's skull, burying itself to the hilt with a ruthless sizzling noise. The enhanced strength of my armor was the only thing that made such a throw possible. The Collector came to a sudden stop, wobbling about where it stood before collapsing face forward onto the floor.

      I walked over to it and pulled my knife free from its corpse, then stepped on its head out of sheer spite.
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      One second I was running out of the alien structure that had served as a prison for the humans they held, the next I was careening sideways, tumbling to the ground. My Extant had warned me about the Lancer, and I should have listened to it. But glancing in the thing's direction, I had underestimated its speed. The Lancer had made it into melee range with me before I could get clear of it. One of the Lancer's arm blades had clanged into the armor covering my shoulder. The blade hadn't cut through the armor but had knocked me off balance and my own momentum did the rest.

      I bounced across the ground, grunting with each impact, then I rolled to a stop with the Lancer's other arm blade plunging downward at my armor's visor. I caught the blade with my armored hands, feeling the incredible strength of the alien creature. Even with the enhancement to my strength, I couldn't fully stop it. The blade entered my armor, driving through it and my right shoulder alike. Gritting my teeth against the pain I was in, I kicked upward at the Lancer. My boot hammered into the thing, knocking it backward away from me, then the blade stuck in me snapped in two, leaving part of it still in my shoulder. I had just killed the mother of all these fuckers. No way was I going to let junior Lancer take me out.

      I hissed from the pain as I yanked the broken portion of the Lancer's blade from my shoulder and threw it aside. In that moment, the Lancer recovered. Its left arm blade swept through the air toward my neck. I dropped low, scooping up my knife from where it had fallen. The arm blade swished over me through the space where I had been, and I came up, leaping forward. My body smashed into the Lancer, taking us both into the dirt with me on top of the alien, a spitting, cussing, raging ball of human fury.

      The Lancer hissed madly, it’s spittle sliming the visor of my armor. I tried to bring my knife into play, but the Lancer roared, hurling me from it. I landed on my back, and the impact knocked me breathless.  Gasping for air, I managed to parry the blow of its arm blade that came sweeping down at my head with the blade of my knife. Sparks flew as the two weapons met. The knife deflected the Lancer's arm blade, if only enough to keep me from losing my head. I rolled to the left, attempting to get to my feet. I felt one of the Lancer's feet slam hard onto the center of my back, driving me back to the dirt.

      I flipped over with a speed that matched the Lancer's, taking it by surprise. The blade of my knife entered the fungal flesh of the thing's leg, and it squealed as I twisted the blade free. The Lancer reeled away from me, green pus draining from the wound I had inflicted. I got to my feet as the Lancer shook off the pain, and it began to charge me again, screeching in a high keen of defiance.

      This time, I sidestepped its attack. My knife slashed across the side of the Lancer's face. The pitch of its screeching went higher. I had opened up its cheek to the point that I could see the yellow of the thing's teeth within its mouth. Enraged, the Lancer spun. Its arm blade came at me in a wide arc. I used my left arm to block the blow, and its blade thudded into the armor of my arm. The blade penetrated the armor just enough to mark my flesh beneath it. I lunged forward, thrusting my knife with my weakened right arm. Its blade scored blood, tip raking over the Lancer's chest. The thrust was merely a glancing one, but it bought me a moment as the Lancer instinctively dove away from it. The two of us staggered away from each other, giving one another distance. Hatred boiled in me, and the Lancer seemed to sense that something had changed.

      But Lancers were relentless. It came snarling at me, determined to see me dead and bleeding on the ground before it.

      As the Lancer came, I moved in, under the swing of its arm blade, grabbing it just below its wrist.  Forcing its blade up and away from me with one hand, I used my other to sink the blade of my knife deep into the thing's throat. Greenish blood bubbling up and out of its mouth, the Lancer tried to cry out, but the sound was more that of a drowning man taking in water. I stepped back away from the Lancer as it died. One of its hands came up to clutch the hilt of the blade I had put in its throat. It swayed for a moment, lacking the strength to pull out the blade, as blood flowed from its mouth and down over its chin and chest. Then, finally, the Lancer collapsed.

      Lancer has expired, my Extant informed me.

      I don't know what came over me then. I knelt down beside the thing's corpse, yanking my knife out of its neck. I used the blade to hack away at the Lancer's arms, cutting its blades free of its flesh. I rose up with them in my hands, shaking them at the night sky above.

      “Get off my fucking planet!” I howled at the stars. Disgusted at what I had done, I threw the arm blades away. My armored hands were slick and dripping with the Lancer's blood. I reared my leg back and kicked the its corpse in the head. I heard the crunch of bone as the toe of my armored foot caved in the side of the Lancer's skull. Only then did I look up at what was happening around me.

      The battle between Captain Marz's forces and the aliens was still raging. I saw a doorway dilate open at the base of the alien citadel's main tower. Emerging from it were a dozen Collectors, their hand-held weapons raining death on the soldiers who were desperately trying to get the civilians free of the battlefield.

      Pete had done his job of getting them to Captain Marz and his men, and Marz's men were returning fire at the Collectors. Here and there, Lancers continued to run amok. Looking up, I saw the weapons atop the towers were no longer functional. They slumped upon their mounts, dead and powerless. My best guess was that taking out the Siren had ended them. Without it to control them and keep the power flowing, they were just ugly, useless relics.

      My eyes searched the battlefield for Pete. I spotted him lying on the ground not far from the firing line that Captain Marz's men, armed with Chiller rifles, had set up. He wasn't moving. I sprinted toward where he lay, pushing my body to its limits. Skidding to a halt as I reached him, I dropped to the ground. My armored fingertips touched his neck.

      Pete Vargas is experiencing cardiac arrest. Immediate treatment required or life functions will cease.

      “Medic!” I howled at the top of my lungs.

      A young soldier wearing a red cross on his sleeve came running over to where I crouched next to Pete.

      “This man is having a heart attack!” I shouted at the medic.

      The medic shrugged the pack he was carrying from his back. His hands dug around inside it, producing a syringe.

      “Nitroglycerin,” the medic told me. He sunk the syringe into Pete's heart and emptied its contents there.

      Pete lurched up from the ground, sucking air into his lungs with a panicked expression.

      “We've got to move him!” the medic yelled.

      “On it,” I said, heaving Pete up and onto my shoulders. The medic and I ran as the fire of pulse and Chiller rifles covered us. The medic took a blast of liquid light to his back. It burned through him like an erupting sun, melting away his flesh and bones. There was nothing I could do to save him, but I could save Pete. My legs pumped faster beneath me, breath coming in ragged gasps. Then I reached the firing line and charged through it, passed the soldiers there. Pete had fallen unconscious again, but I had faith he was going to make it if we could just get the hell out of the battle zone.

      Captain Marz was overseeing the civilians onto the trucks his men had used to bring them to the alien citadel. Several trucks were already roaring away from the alien base, their beds pressed full of refugees.  Claude wasn't with him. I didn't like what that implied but had no time to ask him about it.

      “Gray!” Captain Marz bellowed as he saw me.

      “Captain!” I yelled back at him. “Get Pete onto that truck you're loading!”

      “Yes sir!” Captain Marz barked, gesturing for two of his men to take Pete from me.

      “We have done what we came to do,” I said. “Order a full retreat!”

      The next few minutes were chaotic madness as the captain's remaining soldiers and the civilians I had rescued from the alien prisoner all moved as fast as they could to get clear of the citadel.

      Several small groups of Lancers made attempts at following us. The men with Chiller rifles cut them down and drove them back. None of the Collectors left the area of the citadel. The bio-tech heating units surrounding the place had powered down with everything else. Both they and the Lancers were moving slower from the chill of the night, and that gave us the advantage we needed to make it out.

      I was in the last truck to make it onto the nearby road. The alien citadel towered in the distance behind it as it sped along the road. The driver's foot was heavy on the gas. My armored hands clutched the side of the truck bed tightly as the road shifted to the right and I swayed with the motion.

      “Let's finish the place,” I said to Captain Marz, who sat next to me in the bed of the pickup.

      “What?” he stammered, clearly having no idea what I meant. “What do you mean?”

      “The power's out and the shields are down. We've got everyone out that we can. We'll never have another chance like this to take out that citadel,” I explained and broke into a grin. “Call the Lee and have her put a missile on target. One shot, one kill.”

      “Roger that, sir.” Captain Marz laughed. “With pleasure.”

      The missile from the Lee came streaking across the dark sky above us. It hit the alien citadel like the fiery hammer of God. The whole place blew in a single massive explosion that lit up the night.

      Direct hit. Alien Citadel destroyed, my Extant informed me.

      All throughout the convoy of fleeing trucks and four-wheelers, cheers of victory rang out. The battle was over, and we had won at an enormous cost—but we won. I tried not to let myself remember that this was just the start of the war to come.
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      A week had passed since the destruction of the alien citadel.

      So much was happening so fast. Camille and Stefeni had called me to take a look at the town they were still working hard to establish. They had used the remains of a small, middle-of-nowhere place named Wickerton as their foundation. Many of its buildings had been left mostly untouched by the kinetic energy weapon attack on Earth, and the horrors that had followed. A giant wall was in the process of being built around the town. There were gun emplacements along its top at every thirty feet or so. It would do nicely at keeping any rogue, wandering Lancers that stumbled upon the town at bay.

      All the refugees we had taken in from the alien citadel now called Wickerton home. The town's total population numbered close to four hundred men, women, and children. And that number didn't include the remainder of Pete's resistance fighters who had taken up residence within its walls as well. We were growing. We were surviving.

      Pete drove the jeep I rode in. As far as I could tell, his brush with death hadn't changed the old man at all. He whistled a patriotic tune as the jeep headed up the town's main street to where Dr. Camille Keaton and her young friend, Stefeni Tredway, were waiting on our arrival. Pete's heart attack had taken us all off guard. I enjoyed calling him old man, but in truth he was only forty-four years old and in excellent shape. According to Dr. Scott, it was the severity of the wounds Pete had taken from the Siren's blades combined with the exertion of the battle. The blood loss and strain had added up to just too much for his system to handle. The medic that saved his life had died in the citadel battle. The man's corpse had been vaporized when the missile from the Lee hit the place. His name was Robert Nickels, and Pete had insisted on giving Nickels the best memorial that he could. I indulged in that, as it was the least I could do. I would be lost without Pete at my side these days and had it not been for Nickels, Pete would be dead. After that, the two of us never spoke of Pete's heart attack again. I knew no matter what I said, the old salt would be on the front lines with me when the time came.

      The jeep slowed as we reached the large building at the center of town. It had originally been a courthouse; now it served as the center of operations for Camille and her people. Pete parked the jeep outside, and as we got out, Camille and Stefeni rushed to greet us. As usual, Stefeni tackled me with a bear-like hug that threatened to crack my ribs. It was nice to feel her arms around me, a reminder of who we were fighting for—and why.

      I had enjoyed the dying rays of the setting sun on my skin and the wind in my hair as I rode into Wickerton, but neither could compare to the touch of another human. It was something I had greatly missed during the last few weeks. I had stayed inside my Extant armor for such a long period of time, I was pale when I finally took it off. The armor was stored away in my quarters aboard the Lee. I knew I would be wearing it again soon enough. I hugged Stefeni back fiercely before she let me go.

      “Dr. Keaton.” I smiled as she came up to me. She was radiant in the twilight, changed so much from the battered and half-starved woman she had been when we first met.

      Stefeni kicked me in the shin.

      “It's Camille!” the girl reminded me.

      “Right.” I chuckled. My shin was going to be bruised in the morning.

      The four of us walked up the steps to the command center together. I paused at their top, taking a good look around at all the girls had built. It was impressive for such a small amount of time. Everyone not involved in military affairs though had done their part. Even Captain Kepler seemed to be coming around to getting his head on straight now that the worst of the fighting was over with. For now.

      “What you've done here . . .” I said to Camille. “It's amazing.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. Or should I call you commander?” Camille grinned.

      “Just Deacon.” I smiled. “Seriously, before Stefeni kicks you too.”

      Stefeni giggled at that.

      “This place should hold up nicely if any Lancers show up,” Pete grunted. That was a high compliment coming from him.

      I noticed the giant comms array in the lot next to the command center. It was just as powerful and long ranged as those aboard the Lee and the Peart. Camille saw me staring at it.

      “That took a lot of work from a lot of people,” she told me.

      “I can imagine,” I said. “But it was worth it.”

      “This settlement is still very much a work in progress.” Camille sighed. “But it gets a little closer to becoming a place we can truly call home every single day.”

      “Home . . .” I smiled. “That's a nice word.”

      “Nice place to be too,” Stefeni piped up.

      “Are you staying long?” Camille asked. There was emotion in her voice that I wasn't ready to think about yet. Something was growing between us. It was more than friendship and mutual respect. Something that I didn't have time for. Not yet, anyway.

      I shook my head. “No. I just wanted to come by and see what everyone was talking about for myself.”

      “That and I made him take a day off at gunpoint,” Pete quipped.

      “Like you have any right to talk,” I shot back at him.

      A young man who had to be one of Camille's aids came running out of the building. “Ma'am, there's a long-range transmission for Commander Deacon,” he said.

      “Go on,” Camille urged me even as Pete scowled. “I can give you the full tour later.”

      “I will look forward to it,” I promised as sincere in it as anything I had ever been in my life.

      “This way, Commander,” the young aid urged me.

      I followed him into the command center, and he led me to its comms room. The message was encrypted so I ordered the room cleared. When I was alone, I opened a channel it was coming in on, and Dr. Danila Volkoff's face appeared on the comms screen. The transmission was in real time, thanks to Wickerton's new tower. If not for that, I would have been forced to return to the carriers in order to speak with the doctor.

      “Commander Gray,” Dr. Volkoff said. “It is good to see you again. I trust all is well.”

      “As well as it can be under the circumstances, I suppose,” I assured her. “Our destruction of the main alien base in this region has made life much easier for us, but there's long way left to go in this war.”

      “I have been thinking a great deal about the Lancer you left in our possession.” Dr. Volkoff's voice was neutral as she spoke.

      “And what are your thoughts?” I asked.

      “I am thinking these Lancers you're dealing with are shock troops, but I am left wondering if they are anything like the aliens themselves? These Lancers are victims, not conquerors? Yes?” Dr. Volkoff frowned.

      “Yes, I would say that's right,” I agreed.

      “So, Dr. Parnham and I have been looking at this Lancer and, well . . . we are wondering what comes next, after they wipe us out as the things were surely created to do,” Dr. Volkoff said.

      I closed my eyes, imagining that I was looking up at the stars. It was as if I could see into the deep.  There were silver ships coming and the real conquerors were within them.

      Opening my eyes, I stared at the image of Dr. Volkoff on the screen.

      “It doesn't matter what they are, all that matters is what I will do to them,” I said.

      “And that is?” Dr. Volkoff asked.

      “Meet them in the dark,” I answered. And I knew we would.
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      For updates about new releases, sign up for the mailing list below. You’ll know as soon as I release new books, including my upcoming new series, as well as sequels in the Comet Rider series.

      
        
        Click here to sign up.

      

      

      

      You can also join the Harem Nation Facebook group where I hang out with Joshua King and Mark Albany.

      
        
        Click here to join.
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