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The air reeked of antiseptic and starch stiffened the pillowcase. If only the mind-numbing jabbering would stop.

Tornahdo pried open his eyes. The flattened blood bag above him, stenciled equipment and gray walls screamed military hospital.

He'd died. Again.

Spanish curses slipped out. His abuela would've taken a switch to him. He made the sign of the cross and kissed his fingertips.

After yanking the tube out of his arm, he pressed a thumb over the entry point. Thankfully, this time, he wasn't writhing on the floor in agony. Well, not yet.

A faceless android in a Ghost Corps uniform loomed over a bank of equipment displaying Tornahdo's name and vitals. First impression was right. Military hospital.

The weapons-grade yapping continued.

"Did you hear?" a youthful voice bragged. "He killed six of 'em last night."

"Yeah, but they don't stay dead. They never do."

"If Ultras didn't come back to life, their plasma wouldn't bring our own people back."

The transfusion of enemy blood healed the hole in Tornahdo's arm in seconds. He thumbed off the red smear and rolled over on the gurney.

An open door led to a sink and toilet built to let gravity do its work. Which meant this was a planet. You hadn't lived until you were in space, floating in zero gravity while your body's final twitches sent your corpse spinning.

Notices on the wall confirmed this was San Xavier in the Colonies of Man. Same place he'd bought it the first time.

This was getting old.

"He's awake." The pair of baby-faced orderlies ceased bickering with each other and blabbered at him.

"¡Silencio!" Pressing fingers against his brow, Tornahdo fought lacerating pain.

"But I was telling him that—"

"For the love of all that's holy, will you shut up!" He levered himself into a sitting position and jammed his hands against his temples. "You're enough to wake the dead."

"Sorry, sir."

"Don't call me sir. I work for a living."

"Yes, sir." Blushing, the orderly swallowed. "Sorry, sir. I mean—"

Mimicking a zipper across his lips, Tornahdo slid off the gurney onto unsteady feet.

The other orderly hustled forward and supported him.

He shook off the touch. Last thing he needed was boys fussing over him. You could bet when immortals came back to life, they didn't put up with nattering attendants.

He stumbled, cursing himself for his clumsiness.

"Sir, let me—"

Fists clenched, he turned on them. "Get. Out."

The slap of running feet ricocheted through his head. Sweet silence eased the pain.

The android paid no attention. Tornahdo was dead. Accounted for. Dismissed.

Two steps and fire erupted in every cell. Why did he not burst into flame? Would his body never get used to this rebirth business? Then the spasms kicked in, bringing the floor up at him with dizzying speed. Clutching for handholds, he crashed into a medical cart, which tipped over, cascading gear and equipment onto him.

When the real pain started, air evacuated his lungs. Every muscle clamped down in a full-body charley horse. White hot pain arched his spine.

Small wonder Ultras writhed on the ground when they revived. If you weren't dead already, rebirth would kill you.

****
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Twenty-four hours later, healed and at attention, Tornahdo endured a tongue-lashing by no less than the Ghost Corps Colonial Armada Commandant General. What a mouthful for such a tiny person. He wouldn't have thought he'd rated an officer of her rank.

If a general had thousands to command, why was she slapping around a master sergeant? In the regular army, they'd berated him at the lowest level of incompetence. And what was his sin? Getting killed in battle. If you came back to life, why was that wrong?

Plus, if a soldier sacrificed himself saving a platoon, you didn't write him up. You bestowed a medal.

Treat the regular army like this and that whole death-and-rebirth thing was never going to catch on.

While the general droned on about the expense of rebirths and the protocol for ghosts, he counted bullet holes in the fence outside the window. Sixty plus on one panel. Over forty on another. Wasted firepower. Probably a human.

Ultras tended not to miss.

"Are you listening to me, Master Sergeant?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Repeat what I said."

Tornahdo spat it back.

Clasping hands behind her, the general paced. "You were inducted into the corps and promoted because you had the highest rating from a commanding officer I'd ever seen in the regular army. Now that I've reviewed your record, I'm wondering if he inflated your value to get you out of his unit."

He'd wondered the same thing.

"You've been written up for insubordination three times. What is your problem with authority?"

"Ma'am, I have no problem with authority." Imbeciles, yes, but that was another story.

"The death and rebirth of a ghost means the salvation of mankind. Isn't that why you enlisted?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"The purloined blood of an Ultra runs in your veins. Do not take it for granted. It costs the corps a fortune. Do not forget."

Not likely. The corps reminded him daily.

The word purloined hadn't been used in his hearing before. Now that he thought about it, how did they get the Ultra blood infusing his body? Were captives volunteering?

Surely not. Their hatred of mankind was legendary.

What did it matter? Ultras were the enemy. They deserved no mercy.

"Master Sergeant, you made us all proud by your service. You volunteered for the corps and your commanding officer recommended you at the perfect time. Three Ultras were captured during the Raid on San Xavier. Ultras you helped take out of the war. Your death at the retaliatory Siege of San Xavier meant you had a chance to fulfill your promise to serve."

"Thank you...?" Why was she telling him what he already knew? "Ma'am."

"The corps will not forget your service, or the promise made to support your family." Coming to a stop before him, she bared her teeth in a deceptive, political smile. "Counting you as missing in action means long-term benefits for your loved ones. Wouldn't it be a shame if your body was found and that ended?"

The usual heat of Ultra blood beneath his skin plummeted. Tornahdo remained aloof and calm, as if he faced a firing squad. A good soldier never forgot a threat.

"The corps spent far too much to toss you out and start over. But be aware, that indulgence extends only so far." The general stuck her face in his. "Are we clear?"

Clear as brittle ice on a bottomless lake in the deep of winter. Menacing. Jagged. Cracking underfoot.

He unclenched his jaw. "Yes, ma'am."

"In the regular army, you shield each other. This is Ghost Corps. Humans are expendable."

He'd spent twenty years fighting an enemy that believed the same thing. So the corps was better—how?

"You are not a human shield, Master Sergeant. You have a single duty. Which is?"

"Ma'am, kill Ultras."

"That's right. This is your second rebirth. We don't know how many more you can experience without harm."

The word none came to mind but Tornahdo kept his trap shut.

"Your enhanced blood gives you enough stamina to kill the enemy. Do your duty. Nothing else. Tell me." The general folded her arms. "Will you draw enemy fire again?"

Yes. Always. That's what set humans apart from Ultras. Humans protected each another. Although for her, he'd make an exception. "Ma'am, Ghost Corps regulations require that I do not."

"See you keep that in mind, Master Sergeant."

"Yes, ma'am."

She fluttered a hand dismissively. "Get out of my sight."​

Chapter Two

Last patron in the bar, Tornahdo sat in a dark corner and drank. Too bad the Ultra blood coursing through his veins meant he'd never get drunk again. If ever he needed a good buzz, it was now.

He tossed back the whiskey he'd been nursing. Ghosts drank for free as a thank you for service, so Tornahdo never binged. It cost the barkeep profit and did no good anyway.

His family believed him missing. He couldn't go out in public. Ghosts got call signs, not new identities. He'd earned his by the way he fought, which, according to those who'd been resurrected with him, was a tornado.

"No, he's Hispanic-Terran," one had said. "He'd pronounce it different. We'll call him Tornahdo."

To which he'd offered a sweeping bow. "Si. Gracias."

If taken prisoner, Ultras wouldn't find out who his family was, or who other ghosts were. Like any cover story, the more you lived it, accepted and believed it, the more solid it became. He was Tornahdo. Every minute. Every day. Right now, he fought the urge to kick into full tornahdo rage and slam through a certain officer's quarters.

On his desk, his former commander had a framed quote, hand-stitched by his wife. "Stress: the body's reaction to not being allowed to throttle an idiot." How many times had he shouted that Tornahdo was stressing him out? More than he cared to admit.

But today, he knew exactly what that quote meant.

As he started to rise, the shielded doorway glimmered. No one but ghosts and military personnel had access. Tornahdo waited to see who'd arrived.

In popped a skinny ghost who'd been resurrected minutes before Tornahdo and had taken that as a sign of superiority.

And just like that, the day went from bad to oh-god-kill-me-now.

Ravenstongue strutted up to the bar. "Whiskey. Hurry up." He smacked the top. "Let's go!"

The man's minions swooped in, two hungry buzzards landing on a death wagon.

Rubbing his neck, Tornahdo leaned back in his chair. Why hadn't he gone back to the barracks five minutes ago? If he left now, Ravenstongue would see it as a retreat.

Leaning against the bar, the lanky ghost surveyed the empty room. His gaze reached Tornahdo and he motioned toward the others. "Boys, look who it is."

Tornahdo gave a single nod.

The minions jostled each other, snickering. "It's the dust devil," the short guy put in.

"Yeah," the second replied in a high, whiny voice. "Why's he here?"

"Good question." Ravenstongue picked up the whiskey and slugged it down, slid it back with a signal for more. "Smart people are home in bed."

Which made Ravenstongue what?

"Maybe he's trawling for women," Short Ghost offered.

Whiny Ghost giggled. "Women without better options."

Tornahdo had stopped by his quarters and disarmed himself because he hadn't trusted himself with a weapon. Too bad. Right now, he itched to wrap his hand around the butt of his regular-army-issue weapon.

Easy enough to put down all three before the first reached his table.

They could let the general bitch them out for dying in the wrong place.

These gonkheads would try him. He was counting on that. He trailed a fingertip through a wet spot on the table and bided his time. Besides, better to let them come to him. That way, it was self-defense. The fact they were all armed and he was not made it obvious. He needed no weapon. The day hadn't dawned when he needed a weapon to take out vermin.

At last, Ravenstongue sauntered toward him. "Why you here?"

Tornahdo kicked back in his chair. After stretching out his legs, he crossed his ankles. "Why do you care?"

"Big ops tomorrow. Lights out in ten. Time for you to go home and go to bed."

Behind the bar, the keeper closed up shelves and battened down doors.

"Yeah?" Tornahdo flicked a hand toward the door. "I'll follow you out."

"I'm not leavin'. Didn't you hear? We passed inspection with the highest scores. Got a free night out." Ravenstongue jabbed a finger toward Tornahdo. "But you gotta go home like a good boy."

In no kingdom in the galaxy would that happen.

Ravenstongue lifted two fingers, signaling his cohorts.

The keeper ducked behind the bar while the goons flanked their wannabe boss, imbecilic grins in place.

A pair of demons usually sat on Tornahdo's shoulders. The bad demon laid out strategy while the good demon discouraged action. Tonight, the good demon flipped a middle finger toward Ravenstongue with a not-so-subtle suggestion to kick his ass.

Tornahdo took his time rising, slid his chair under the table. "What did you say?"

"I said, 'You gotta go home like a good boy.'"

Hanging his thumbs in his belt, Tornahdo gave him a slow smile. "Go back to the bar, finish your drink and we'll pretend we're all friends and leave together. This is your last chance for a peaceful end."

"Peaceful." With a scoff, Ravenstongue jerked his head toward Short Goon. "You hear that?"

"Yeah. Maybe we oughta do what—"

Ravenstongue jabbed him with an elbow.

"I mean, yeah! I heard that." He leaned close. "We gonna?"

"No, you idiot." Ravenstongue rolled his eyes. "Shut your face and back me up."

How did these hotheads enlist? The corps must have been desperate for bodies. Literally. A fighter's corpse they could reanimate. Which was a sobering thought.

Was that what the corps thought of him?

"Go home, Ravenstongue. Take your friends with you. Be a man and end this."

The ghost sneered. "I'm no man. I'm a ghost. Don't know what you are."

"All right." Tornahdo spread his hands. "We'll do this your way." He gestured toward Short Ghost. "Go ahead and leave. Nobody will hear about it from me."

The guy patted his chest. "Me?" He lurched toward Ravenstongue. "Can I go?"

"No, you can't go, you moron. Stay here and back me up like a man." He glanced at Tornahdo. "Like a ghost. Like a ghost who's a man."

"Well, then—" Tornahdo motioned to the other minion. "I guess that leaves you."

"Me?" Whiny Voice squeaked. He shot a look at Ravenstongue, who was red-faced and clenching his teeth. "No. I don't think I can do that."

"Sure you can. One of you is gonna run. Might as well be you."

"Shut up!" Ravenstongue threw out his arms.

The other ghosts jerked back.

"Nobody's going anywhere but you, Tornahdo. Get out."

"I assure you, one of them will run. It doesn't matter to me. I'd rather not hurt either, but whoever sides with you is in for serious hurt. Pick the guy you care about least and let the other go."

The two goons exchanged wild-eyed glances. Each of them took a step back.

"So." Ravenstongue took a look around the room. "This is how you wanna play it? Fine." He stalked back to the bar, leaned over it and straightened, pulling the bartender with him.

Tornahdo took a step toward him but halted.

The human raised both hands, eyes huge. "Don't want no trouble."

"No, you don't." Ravenstongue forced him to the end of the bar and pulled him out from behind it. "So you'll do what I say."

A simple showdown with a bully had spiraled into a hostage situation in three seconds flat. Would this miserable day never end?

"Think it through, Ravenstongue. You don't want to do this."

"Yeah, I kinda do." The ghost pulled out his weapon and jabbed it into the bartender's neck.

The human cringed.

Like all ghosts, Ravenstongue carried the Sarge, which fired combustible energy particles, then a beam that activated them. At close range, it would shoot a hole straight through the human and burn the place down.

Tornahdo lifted both hands. "Don't do this. Put it down."

"Not till you leave." He poked the gun harder, making the human grimace.

"Boss," Short Ghost chimed in. "He's gonna leave. You don't have to shoot nobody." He made shooing motions toward Tornahdo.

If only it were that easy. Too many lines had been crossed for it to end well for anyone. At least he could make it less bad for somebody.

Keeping up his hands, Tornahdo edged toward him. "Let the human go. We were created to protect humans from Ultras. Not fight each other or pull bystanders into a fight amongst ourselves."

"Stay back." Ravenstongue thumbed a control, arming the Sarge.

Nobody carried a loaded Sarge. Nobody. This guy wasn't a menace, he was a lunatic.

The bartender glanced Tornahdo's way, then at the floor and back, twice.

"Okay." Tornahdo took a bigger step toward the door, drawing the ghost's attention. "Let's end this peacefully. Last chance."

The man leveled the Sarge at Tornahdo. "Why don't you shut up."

The bartender hit the floor.

Tornahdo lunged.

The ghost fired.

Shoulder first, Tornahdo slammed into Ravenstongue, throwing off his shot.

A huge whump preceded an explosive fire.

Screeching, Short Ghost and Whiny Ghost flailed, their bodies pillars of fire.

****
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Standing at attention in the general's office at oh-three-hundred, Tornahdo maintained his silence. The smell of burning flesh clung to his clothing. Wails of the dying rang in his ears. He kept his gaze fixed on the starmap opposite while the general paced.

"Master Sergeant." A civilian coat covered her. Her pink pajama bottoms and fuzzy slippers didn't paint as intimidating an image as her medal-covered uniform, but her voice still held command. "Can you not stay out of trouble for one full day?"

He knew better than to answer.

"You intervened for a human." She stopped pacing and turned to him. "Again."

"Yes, ma'am."

"And it wasn't your single death you caused this time. It was the death of two ghosts."

Not technically. Morally, maybe, but he'd tried to spare them. "Yes, ma'am."

"Irreversible death. Ultras don't come back from fire. Ghosts with Ultra blood don't either. They died because of you."

"Ma'am, they died because Ravenstongue is a certifiable crackpot who never deserved the uniform, let alone a weapon." The words hadn't left his mouth before he knew he'd overstepped. Why couldn't he keep his mouth shut like he'd been told his entire life?

The look of disdain on the general's face said far more than words. She resumed pacing, but then stopped again, not facing him. "That may be true, Master Sergeant." Her voice had gone quiet, all but gentle. "But that's not your call. Ravenstongue is being dealt with."

"Thank you, ma'am."

"Don't thank me." Her gaze snapped to his. "You are not innocent. The bartender told us his side. According to him, you were trying to save him."

Same stuff. Different day. He took a deep breath. "Yes, ma'am."

"Do I hear annoyance in your tone, Master Sergeant?"

"Not my intention, ma'am."

"Didn't we have this discussion about humans?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Are you not tired of having it?"

Oh, for so many reasons. "Yes, ma'am."

She paced again. "The fire damage to the bar will be compensated out of Ravenstongue's salary." The general paused, slapped her hands behind her back and smiled. "And yours." She stared at him as if daring him to argue.

What would he spend it on? Why did they pay him? He could go nowhere and do nothing.

"Master Sergeant, if there were more than fifty ghosts, you'd be history."

Fifty? That was all they had? Against an army of nearly a million?

"Yes, ma'am."

"And I'm tired of hearing agreement, when you don't mean it. You need extra training." Military code for punishment.

"Yes, ma'am." Whatever she had in mind, he would deal with it. He didn't need an Ultra's ESP to sense a change of duty station coming.

In the silence that followed, Tornahdo resisted the urge to question her. Surely, this was rock bottom. Anything would be better.

​Chapter Three

Three months later

From the ship's bridge, the space station Enderium Six filled every viewscreen. It occupied busy space-lanes outside the Terran Crescent. A steady stream of ships debarked, heading in different directions. Tornahdo's experience with peace talks was limited but something was...off.

Not a good sign for ending a war.

He reined in that thought. Nothing negative. Nothing sarcastic.

He must not allow emotion to claim victory after learning to suppress it. Didn't matter if his anti-emo chip was malfunctioning or not. When the chip worked, it controlled every aspect of his emotions. When it didn't, he controlled them. He'd done that all his life.

Besides, who but a rank newbie counted on military tech to save his butt?

The general would not be pleased with his current struggle after he'd fought to win her approval. He'd asked himself why he desired her admiration but pondering that question always gave him a headache. He just needed it.

Maybe because his new training permitted a single emotion in his heart. Hatred.

Hardest thing he did. Hating. Wasn't his nature. But ghosts followed orders.

He should not give credence to the niggling doubt that something, somewhere was missing. But grasping the meaning behind the worry? Futile.

He must not worry. He must permit no emotion other than hate.

Ultras controlled the emotions of others. The anti-emo chip blocked them. The chip kept him safe in battle, faithful as a good soldier.

He must not think of self. Only duty. And with duty came danger.

Only days before, the Ultra's High Council had elected Pietas ap Lorectic as Chancellor. Why choose a bloodthirsty, narcissistic megalomaniac with delusions of godhood and a fabled hatred of humans, and then send him to chair peace talks?

Maybe that was why the corps shipped Tornahdo and his fellow ghosts to Enderium Six. To make sure the Ultras kept their word.

"You look puzzled, Master Sergeant." A worker tapped colored indicator lights.

Had Tornahdo let his emotions slip or had the chip malfunctioned again? He brushed at lint on his uniform, stalling while he thought of a good excuse. "Odd so many ships are leaving. I thought I'd see arrivals."

"If anyone was arriving you would."

"We're the sole inbound ship?"

"That's right. We're touching down to land your party, load as many civilians as possible, and then we're gone too."

His throat tightened. "They're evacuating the station."

"Yes."

Some peace talks.

When the Ultras found out they'd been lied to these so-called talks would renew the war. So far, his luck at duty stations was holding steady at zero.

Finish the mission. That was his duty. Nothing else. He must allow fear no ground. Ultras controlled fear. They couldn't control hate.

"Must say, Master Sergeant, you're brave. I wouldn't be security anyplace he was going to be."

Brave? Humans had no idea what ghosts went through. How limited their choices were. Master Sergeant Peon. That was a ghost. I need a volunteer. You. That constituted bravery.

"You can say his name, you know. Pietas isn't a demon you summon by speaking his name too many times." Tornahdo said the Ultra's name the way Ultras did. Pee-ah-toss. Humans mispronounced it pie-ah-toss to aggravate him.

The worker chuckled. "I wouldn't be too sure."

"Pietas." Tornahdo braced his hands on a railing. "Pietas. Pietas. What you fear has power over you." He feared nothing. "See? I said it three times. Nothing."

"So, you wouldn't want a shot at him? You wouldn't want to kill the Ultra responsible for billions of deaths?"

Tornahdo held his tongue. Perhaps this was one of the general's tests. He must not fail. "I follow orders."

"Of course you do. You're a ghost." The worker motioned to a seat. "We're touching down. Strap in for the final." He buckled himself in.

Tornahdo fastened up. "Won't our gravity match the station's once we dock? I'm usually asleep for arrivals. Thought it'd be smooth, though."

"Normally, but due to the volume of departures, sections of the station are in zero-gee. It's a precaution."

Once they'd docked, Tornahdo and his fellow ghosts traveled by standard portal-tubes to an inner section. There, they were greeted, their weapons stowed, and they were shown to individual staterooms to relax until dinner.

The cabin had light gravity and no outside view but boasted a private head complete with shower. Decent-sized bed with sheets, two blankets and two pillows. Extra towels. During construction, Enderium Six had been touted as first class all the way.

If the general allowed him quarters this good, she must be pleased.

He stripped, showered, dressed in clean clothes and combed his hair. The Ultra blood meant his beard might not grow anymore, but his hair grew twice as fast. It needed cutting already and he'd trimmed it after his last rebirth.

Right after the death that proved he trusted the general.

She'd be pleased at his dedication to corps regulations.

Back at his bed, he pressed the mattress. "I could get used to this." That pretty ghost he'd met jogging last week would look good right here.

He'd flirted with her and she'd flirted right back. Sex was supposed to be off the table. A small price to pay for control, but not only had he felt desire, he'd also recognized it in her. He realized his chip was malfunctioning at the same time she'd seen it in hers. They'd gone their separate ways. Why had she come to mind?

"Stupid chip needs another adjustment." He put aside that thought. Time to check out the station.

The door activator didn't respond, so he tried manual override. That failed, so he tried the door again. No response.

The station must still be on lockdown.

He studied the room for access and egress. Nothing except this single point. No telecom, no user interface. Like a prison cell.

He dry swallowed.

His old self would have beaten down the door or pried it open with his fingernails. His newer, calmer self trusted the corps. The general would not have sent him anywhere she didn't think he couldn't handle.

He repeated his training mantra.

"I am loyal. I am successful. I am safe. Until it's time to fight, I am calm. Ghosts are happy. Ghosts don't worry. Ghosts trust the corps."

****
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Hours later, a knock at the door interrupted Tornahdo's workout. Toweling his face, he sped over to it and the door activated as if never locked.

A crewwoman in a gray uniform held a tray. "Your dinner, sir."

"Don't call—" He stopped himself. No sarcastic comments. He accepted it. "Thank you. Three bottles of Ghost Formula Six. Is this it? Sometimes the general gives us cookies."

"Drink Ghost Formula Six and you aren't hungry. The general wants you to drink it. It's good for you."

Tornahdo stepped back. "If the general ordered it, then I'm happy."

She smiled. "I thought you would be."

"Why was the door locked?" He set down the tray.

"During evacuation, safety droids don't bother with doors locked from the outside."

"Makes sense. Thanks." Tornahdo opened a bottle and sipped. "Wish this had flavor. It's thick water."

"It maintains the chip. Drink Ghost Formula Six and you aren't hungry. That's dinner tonight, then breakfast and lunch."

"Please tell the general I'll drink Ghost Formula Six. I won't be hungry."

"I will. Do you need anything else?"

"Are we free to explore the station? I liked exploring the ship."

"No, Chancellor Pietas demands a ritual cleansing of the station. The Ultra Council wants no one out of their cabins until the talks."

"So I sit here and wait?"

"Isn't that what soldiers do?"

She had a point. His life consisted of endless hours of boredom punctuated by moments of abject terror.

"Will the general let me access the ship's library?"

"Here." She offered a card. "Insert this into the slot beside the bed."

"Thanks." The Ghost Corps symbol lay on both sides. A funerary urn in black on white. "Huh." He held it at eye level.

"What?"

"Never noticed before." He outlined the white part. "Rounded head and arm and then a slope. Half a ghost."

"All I see is a black urn."

He set it down. "Thanks for dinner."

"You're welcome. Need anything else?"

Hadn't there been something? The general would have given him anything he needed. "No. Please tell the general I'm happy."

"I will." She pointed to the keycard. "Do you need that?"

He picked it up, puzzled by its presence. "Here. I have no idea what it does."

She took it, closed the door behind her and a tone announced the door had locked.

Tornahdo reached for the activator and hesitated, fingertips hovering.

The corps would keep him safe. As a newborn, he'd been unwanted, unneeded. Abandoned. No, that wasn't true. His abuela had needed and loved him. She—

Pain careened through his head.

Grimacing, he braced himself against the wall.

"Ghosts have no family." He must order his mind. Not allow vain imaginings to rule his thoughts. "I am a ghost. I do not fight the chip. The chip is faithful as a good soldier." He chewed his lip, panting through the pain. "Please! The chip orders my thoughts. The chip gives me control. I am a ghost. Please, please! I am a ghost!"

The torment scaled back.

Sucking in a ragged breath, Tornahdo slid down the wall to the floor.

"The death and rebirth of a ghost means the salvation of mankind." Even trapped on a station humans had abandoned. "A good ghost trusts the corps."

​Chapter Four

Tornahdo had once been so bored he'd counted all the holes in a ceiling tile, then the number of tiles to calculate total holes. Resting on his back now, he aimed a gun finger at the seamless ceiling and pulled the trigger.

When a knock sounded, he was off the bunk and across the room so fast the echo of the first rap hadn't faded.

The woman from yesterday stood there. "Eager?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Good. We've got a situation."

****
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In the armory, Tornahdo and eleven others donned black Ghost Corps body armor and helmets and followed the woman into the next chamber. There, she left them with instructions to await a briefing.

The teamwork in the regular army had no place here. Isolation was the point of being a ghost. After his run-in with Ravenstongue, Tornahdo had less reason to interact.

The unlit room where they waited closed in as if the walls pulled together and the ceiling sank. The longer they waited, the thicker the air. Warm, heavy with sweat and the tart bite of fear, every breath choked the senses.

More than one ghost pulled at his collar. Tension arced through the room, lightning skating over a metal fence.

Was the chip even working?

After half an hour of waiting, no one had spoken.

Probably another test.

Tornahdo, for one, wasn't failing it.

The door opened, bringing a shock of icy air.

They all knew they were being sent to die. They were ghosts. That's what ghosts did. They hammered at Ultras until they perma-killed them or they kept Ultras busy until others escaped. But at least they were getting to breathe first.

In walked a person close to seven Terran feet. Silhouette looked male. Tall enough to be an Ultra. He strode into the center of the room and beckoned everyone closer.

No clue who hid behind the full-body fake-face. It cycled through various images, too fast to keep up. Like trying to count air bubbles rising in a pool.

Remaining at the back, Tornahdo stood at ease.

"This is the best day in human recollection." Speaking through a voice changer, the voice took on genderless robotic tones. "Today, we make history."

If it was such a good day, why hide behind a fake-face and a voice changer?

The chip in Tornahdo's head pinged a stinging reminder to avoid such thoughts. He reined in his doubt and focused.

"This mission is called Lights Out. Your duty is simple. Chancellor Pietas is unconscious. You'll put him in a lifepod. That's it." The guy paused. "Questions?"

A tall ghost removed his helmet. "How can Ultras be unconscious?"

"The peace talks were a trap. When he and the Council arrived, we told them we'd jettison their module unless they entered their lifepods, which they did. Except Pietas, of course, so we siphoned the air out of the room. Before you go in, you'll hyperventilate, store up oxygen. This room is being pumped full at a high rate. Your chip will aid you."

Ultras held their breath ten times longer than humans. Tornahdo had trained to hold his five times longer. Pietas probably managed fifteen or twenty times.

Twelve of them. In a vacuum. Against the Ultra called Bringer of Chaos. Whose motto was, "Pain is a warrior's ally." No number of chips made that doable.

Tornahdo pushed past the pain caused by his traitorous thoughts.

"You'll go in unarmed. Otherwise, there's a miniscule chance he'd awake and disarm you."

Miniscule. Like an ocean was a miniscule puddle. He ignored the migraine-level headache.

"Here's proof." The man activated a device on his wrist, and a holograph of a room full of lifepods popped into being.

There wasn't a human alive who wouldn't recognize Pietas. Seven feet tall. Slim. White hair. White uniform.

Seriously. Like he was the good guy.

Painted on bandit's mask.

Because yeah, the mask went so well with the good guy look. The sarcastic thought sang pain through Tornahdo's head. He pressed fingertips against one temple.

Pietas clutched his chest, bracing himself on a pod. Slid to the floor. Out of sight.

"You see?" The man shut off the view. "He's out."

Sure he was. Tornahdo ignored the sharp reminder to avoid disagreement.

"Pick up his body and put him in a pod. Each of you will carry a pair of wristlocks. Bind his hands behind him." The man gestured. "Questions?"

The guy in front raised his hand again. "Sir, there's only twelve of us. If he wakes up, that's not enough."

"No? Who agrees?"

Three ghosts beside him also put up their hands.

Without a word, the man pulled out a gun and shot them, one after the other, so fast, they all went down together. Headshots were final. No rebirths.

The air went from thick to non-existent. Tornahdo did not so much as flinch. He needed none of that maniac's attention.

He might not know the other ghosts, but if an enemy put one down like an animal, that person deserved his hate. Like him, his fellow soldiers had trained hard to hate. One slip and they'd be on him like the animals he seemed to think they were.

Chip or not.

The guy holstered the weapon. Had to be standard issue. Guns for Ultras set you on fire. "Anyone else doubt the plan?"

Nope. No more fools present.

The holographic fake-face fluttered, showing a flash of black clothing. He headed for the door, then pivoted back. Pointed at Tornahdo. Beckoned.

Holy Mother— He went, snapped to rigid attention and saluted. "Sir, reporting as ordered."

"Memorize this." He showed him a number. Easy enough to commit to memory. "Got it?"

"Yes, sir."

He described the location of an important pod and instructed him to stay near it after entry. "Pietas wakes up, use that code. It'll activate an immolate switch."

Immolate. Sacrifice by fire.

"All you need to know is Pietas would die to protect this person. You threaten them with fire, he'll surrender. After he's in his pod, you repeat the code to reset."

"HUA, sir!" Heard, understood, acknowledged.

"Good luck." The door shut behind him.

When Tornahdo turned back, the others faced away as if he'd caught them committing unforgiveable sin. They had to wonder what he'd been told.

He cursed under his breath.

At his first death, he'd been given last rites. Praying would do no good, but he dropped to one knee and crossed himself. A single prayer fit.

"Hail Mary, full of grace." The stinging reprimand in his head did not deter him. "Pray for us now and at the hour of our death..."

​Chapter Five

As ordered, Tornahdo illuminated the beacon on his chest. Not smart. Pietas would know from the level of brightness how many had entered the unlit room, but there was no sense saying so. Ghosts did what they were told.

Maybe the next team would subdue the Ultra after Tornahdo's crew exhausted him. Assuming there were ghosts left who hadn't been shot by their own leaders.

Inside, as instructed, he stayed near the back. Two of the eight ghosts closed in on the pod.

Pietas lay on the floor behind it. His body showed, not his face.

Tornahdo tingled with a fighter's high. The mix of anxiety and excitement kept his instincts on maximum alert.

Beside Pietas, a ghost stooped. The change in lighting angle showed the Ultra, limp on the floor. When turned, the body flopped. The ghost pressed two fingers against the throat.

With a jerk, Pietas yanked the man down while thrusting a hand up.

A pierce of mindless fear stabbed Tornahdo. He'd faced that snap of terror before. It meant two things. First, the Ultra was controlling their emotions. Second, the chip was worthless.

Pietas tripped the next ghost, jabbed an elbow into his neck.

Another spurt of fear and confusion.

All that training. Days of suffering, learning control. For nothing.

Pietas flashed into speed mode.

Tornahdo's world moved in slow motion.

A blur showed where the Ultra had been. Pietas halted, braced both hands on a pod and kicked a pair of ghosts behind him.

They flew backward. Slow.

Momentum carried the Ultra straight toward Tornahdo.

Stumbling out of the way, Tornahdo went down in a tumble, taking out the ghost beside him, who knocked down the last two.

Tornahdo rolled to his feet, out of range of those long arms and carbon-hard fists. He scrambled to the closest pod, entered the code.

Nothing. Disoriented, he'd picked the wrong pod. Like one of those dreams where he ran in slo-mo, he struggled toward the next.

Beams of light arced through the room, each marking the presence of a ghost.

Pietas dropped, came up behind a ghost—snapped his neck. Went for the ghosts he'd kicked. Took them out by jumping on a neck, kicking a head.

Five dead.

The code failed again. Tornahdo oriented his slow-moving body toward the next pod.

The Ultra rolled, popped up behind a ghost, broke his neck. Dusted off his hands.

Six dead. The light beams no longer moved.

Another failure. Tornahdo scanned the room. A set of three pods sat near the door.

He couldn't see where Pietas was, but he could guess where he was going.

Tornahdo braced himself, extended a fist.

Pietas ran right into him.

The Ultra danced backwards, shaking his head. He touched his lip, stared at the blood, met Tornahdo's gaze. Gave a nod.

Tornahdo and another ghost charged him.

Using the other ghost's momentum, Pietas turned and slammed him headfirst into the wall. The ghost dropped flat onto the ground, dead on impact.

No one alive but Tornahdo.

He ran at nightmare-speed; groggy, sluggish, slow. The only thing fast was his heart—and the enemy. When Tornahdo reached the last pod, he entered the code.

Immolate flashed in red. A swift prayer of thanks shot from his heart straight to heaven.

Pietas darted toward him.

Hand poised over the go-switch, Tornahdo mouthed, "Don't make me."

Whoever slept in this pod, the threat of perma-death stopped Pietas. In a room full of air, he'd be panting. Here, his chest caved. He suffered more than Tornahdo.

The Ultra staggered. Time returned to normal.

Tornahdo patted the wristlocks, motioned to the floor and pointed to the button. Shook his head in warning.

Gazes locked, they faced each other.

An eternity later, Pietas dropped to one knee. Placed his hands behind him.

Pride sang throughout Tornahdo's body. The reign of Ultras was over.

​Chapter Six

Charon's Boat, Enderium Six docks

As the victor and the only human ever to lay hands on Pietas, Tornahdo deserved a promotion. What he got was duty guarding the Bringer of Chaos in stasis, locked inside a prison cell only big enough for the Ultra's pod and Tornahdo's bunk.

Pietas and half a million other Ultras who'd either surrendered or been captured were being exiled to a planet on the far edge of the galaxy. Sempervia, whose name meant "ever-living." Fitting, for immortals.

Tornahdo still drank Ghost Formula Six, but the crew gave him access to the mess deck with real food and real coffee. Day by day, he drank less "ghost juice." The chip's influence lessened.

The less it controlled him, the more his own thoughts and desires resurfaced. With them came resentment at being confined to a cell, guarding a sleeping enemy who would eventually rise and kill him.

To pass the time, Tornahdo spent full days cataloging and organizing a backpack issued when he came aboard. They'd filled it with survival equipment. Were they dumping him on the planet with the Ultras? If true, that gave him odds of living at what? One in ninety-nine billion?

Not that high, once Pietas got free.

Months of work, training to beat this Ultra and Pietas would likely kill him anyway. The kit was pointless.

Tornahdo kept himself fit with exercise and ran through everything he knew about combat. Practiced martial arts. Imagined himself drawing back a bow, shooting game.

Out of boredom, he accessed the ship's limited library in all languages he knew. He read every word in a useless first aid manual. Immortals healed in seconds. He'd be lucky if he needed it once. He learned how to make jam with every fruit in the galaxy, grow and harvest corn, sow pinto beans and legumes, and make basic repairs to farm equipment he'd never see or use.

The only thing less exciting was rolling a straw inside out. Could be done, if you were bored enough. Tornahdo had been. Twice.

If this was peace, why did people clamor for it? It wouldn't last. Not for him, anyway. Once they landed, he'd either be fighting or running for his life.

After a shower one day, he caught sight of the corps symbols on his uniform. With his fingertips, he outlined the black part of the mark. The rounded top and arm of the urn made the white shape resemble half a ghost. Why hadn't he noticed that pattern before?

A fierce impulse rose within him. Kill Ultras. Hate Ultras. Destroy Ultras.

"Whoa... Where did that come from?" He turned the shirt inside out and put it on.

A shiver ran across his skin and he rubbed his arms. Since boarding, he'd lived with the skin-crawly sensation of walking through a graveyard. Specters lived on this vessel and the chill of their passing sent shudders over him. In Terran mythology, Charon ferried the dead to the underworld. Charon's Boat had an apt name.

To distract himself from such morbid thoughts, he whistled. Lips of steel, his abuela had sworn. She'd called his music bouncy, alert, happy, chipper. How he missed her company.

After breakfast one morning, he launched into a tune she'd taught him.

"For the love of all that's holy, will you shut up!"

He whirled around. That's what he'd said to those orderlies months ago. Surely, one of them was mocking him. But the area around his cell revealed no one. Someone had said it. The only person in the vicinity—

Tornahdo's pulse ratcheted to heart attack level and he swallowed, throat tight.

By slow degrees, he pivoted toward the lifepod.

Layers of steel and copper supposedly stopped every psychic gift of an Ultra and prevented telepathy. Had Pietas spoken?

Wiping sweaty palms on his pants, Tornahdo approached and then slid back the faceplate.

The Ultra squinted, face screwed up, avoiding the stab of light.

"You— you're awake?"

Pietas looked right at him. Recognition lit his gaze. You.

Tornahdo slammed shut the plate. Smacked the big red panic button on his cell wall. An alert screamed throughout the ship. "Security! Security! Prisoner Six-Six-Six is out of stasis! I say again, Prisoner Six-Six-Six is out of stasis!"

The most dangerous Ultra in the galaxy was awake.

****
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During interrogation, Tornahdo answered questions the same way no matter how many times they asked them or who did the asking. No, he had not changed settings on the pod. No, he had not spoken to the prisoner. No, he had not released locks on the pod.

If they were filming in the cell like they'd said, they'd know.

Why would he let that devil out? Especially since he'd been the one who'd fastened Pietas's wristlocks. Who'd want that monster loose?

Finally, they assured him Pietas was in stasis again. It was safe to return. They escorted Tornahdo back to his cell, unlocked it, stood aside.

The moment he entered, he knew every single thing they'd told him was a lie. His only question now was how far back the lies went.

Pietas wasn't in stasis. The pod already immobilized the Bringer of Chaos, but now it had been double-wrapped in chains as thick as Tornahdo's wrists. Why, unless they feared him freeing himself?

Which meant Pietas was awake. Had been all along.

And that meant he was being tortured, and not to hurt him—he was being tortured to death. Daily. Had been the past twelve-plus weeks.

Tornahdo had captured him. That made him responsible.

He'd tortured enemies, yes. Sometimes, they'd cave and talk if you just hinted you might. But when you got what you needed—you stopped. No reason to keep torturing. He killed a spider if it bit him but not by pulling off all its legs and watching it suffer.

Mercy had a place. God forgive him. He crossed himself. Kissed his fingertips. Even for Ultras.

Using the boning knife from his survival kit, Tornahdo removed the ghost symbols from his uniform. When he tossed them into the recycler, the compulsion to hate Ultras disappeared with them.

Coincidence? Yeah, right.

That the corps had planted thoughts in his head he didn't doubt. How many others lurked, waiting for the right trigger? If it took the rest of his life, he'd root out and destroy every single one.

Those in charge had told him not to speak inside the cell. Why, unless they knew Pietas could hear him? But they didn't tell him not to whistle.

By varying length, he buried a message in the pattern of songs that only someone who knew ancient codes would comprehend. They said Pietas knew them all. Surely, he'd understand the meaning behind two short tunes followed by a long one, then another short. It was one letter. He'd go through the entire word, one letter at a time, for as long as it took for the pattern to appear.

After the sixth time repeating the whistled code, a single tap came from inside the pod.

Tornahdo swallowed, torn between panic and glee.

Had Pietas figured out the code? Even if he had, that didn't mean he'd believed the message.

After going back through the entire pattern once more, Tornahdo got a single tap. The letter I in response to F-R-I-E-N-D.

He could not release this Ultra—no, this man—but he could let Pietas know he was no longer his enemy. That he wanted no part of a system created by cowards and liars who would entrap an immortal inside one of these tubes and let him die over and over.

No wonder he'd felt the slither of ghosts. Perhaps Pietas wasn't the lone Ultra not in stasis.

Tornahdo traced his fingertips across the welded-shut faceplate. The others weren't his responsibility. Pietas was. Maybe he couldn't free him, but he refused to let a fellow soldier die alone.

They were a year out from Sempervia. How many more times would the Ultra die?

Pietas had no choice but to endure.

Neither did he.

If the corps knew he'd changed sides, they'd kill him. If Pietas got hold of him, he'd kill him. Didn't matter. He must make this right.

Enemies or not, they were bound for exile, but they would survive.

Together.

​​

Continue the Story with On the Planet

My whole life, I've tried to make my abuela proud. Would she believe what the church said? That I'd given up my soul when I became a ghost? I like to think my grandmother would tell me what she usually said when I asked for advice. "Is this the desire of your heart of hearts? Can you hold your head up and be proud doing it? If not, then don't do it. If you can, then why are you wasting time talking to me?"

When I joined the Corps I had two choices. One, I could stay dead. Or two, I could make my death count. Save humanity. But when I single-handedly accomplished the task of capturing humankind's greatest foe, what was my reward?

They locked me in a cell with him. Now he's suffering in that life pod, and I'm doomed to the same fate that awaits him at the other end. DnD, ghosts call it. Dead 'n' Done. What immortals refer to as perma-death. Put permanently out of everyone's misery.

We were days away from Sempervia, and it had been months since I'd picked up even a stray thought from Pietas. Without warning, I plunged into an endless black abyss, clawing my way through the dark, desperate for even a flicker of light. I dropped to the floor. Stayed there until my heart stopped thundering and my legs didn't shake.

The horror subsided, then ended as abruptly as it started. That's when I realized I had been one hundred percent awake. The nightmare I'd experienced was his.

My first thought: Pietas just perma-died. I'd endured his death throes.

I crawled over to my pack and fumbled through it for a wrapped morsel of candy I'd smuggled aboard. Normally, I'd take one tiny bite and chew slowly, savoring every bit on my tongue, knowing I'd never taste it again. Where I was going, no one made sweets. If they did, I'd be lucky to live long enough to find some.

This time, I crammed the whole thing in my mouth, chewed a couple of times and then chased it with ghost water. Anything to get a punch of energy so I could at least stand up.

The rest of the trip, I lived in dread of that nightmare happening again.

When we finally reached Sempervia, guards had taken me out of the cell to be processed. A tech gave me the quickest exam in history. He passed a scanner over me so fast I could have been perma-dead and it wouldn't have registered. Then he flashed a blinding light in my eyes and pronounced me "alive enough."

As I made my way back, arrival klaxons sounded and blue strobe lights flashed in every corridor. Over the din, Pietas screamed the name he'd given me. Six! The thought-word pierced my skull, ripe with panic. Right behind it, a punch of fear. Not for himself.

For me.

He was bound, certain of a final death, yet he feared for me?

I arrived as a work crew loaded his pod onto a hover transport. I didn't need to be told to join him. I was already a dead man when I signed up. In the year plus that I'd been in his presence, I'd long since changed my allegiance. If this man survived and would have me, I'd follow him anywhere.

No doubt they'd abandon us on the ground, his pod still double-wrapped in chains. I had no key, and each link was the thickness of my wrist.

I leaned against his pod and shouted what little I knew. We'd made it. We were landing. I didn't have the heart to tell him how.

In the air, a worker tossed me my survival pack and a flat package, which I didn't recognize at first. When I hoisted it and saw the fastenings of a parachute, any kind thoughts I'd spared for humanity vanished. They weren't setting us on the ground. They were dumping us like garbage.

While they opened the bay doors, I struggled to slip on the chute and fasten my pack in front. With the wind whipping around me, I hooked my pack to the harness around my chest. The workers shoved his pod to the opening, and the shuttle banked, propelling the pod out the bay door, and me after it. The automatic emergency chutes on the pod opened but did little to slow its descent. They hadn't been designed to handle the extra weight of chains.

When Pietas fell, he let out a scream of silent rage that shook the heavens. Lemme tell you something. You don't hear howls of "empathic rage." They make no noise you can sense with your ears. You feel those suckers. It's like every negative emotion, every vestige of anger, and every terrifying thought mixed up and chased each other over your entire body.

A storm kicked up out of nowhere—and I mean no-where—turning the sky green. Every hair on my body stood on end.

I'd heard Ultras wielded emotions as weapons. Pietas used Chaos to force soldiers into panicked flight. Some claimed he could kill with it. Seeing the transport above me jolt like it hit a wall and spin off into the distance made me a believer.

Can you imagine if this guy had been at full strength?

From the air, I watched, helpless, as Pietas's pod hit trees on the edge of the forest. The chute ripped off, and moments later, the pod shot out from below the trees and slid down a slope, where it skidded to a stop on the edge of a river. I wanted to tear holes in my parachute to fall faster and get to him.

Fierce winds tossed me around like a paper cup. Lightning arced through the green sky. My skin tingled with it. I'd be lucky to make it to the ground without getting fried.

Seething black clouds blotted out the sun. In the distance, twin plumes of black smoke boiled into the air. No doubt the transport had broken into pieces. Good riddance. They'd gotten what they deserved. At the time, I thought it odd they'd be so far apart, but I had my own survival to worry about.

It took everything I had to keep control and land where there weren't trees.

When I finally touched down, I cast off the backpack. Fighting the wind, I gathered up my chute, and stowed everything under a bush. I ran in the direction I recalled seeing his pod fall. From the top of the first hill, the view of endless, tree-lined rolling slopes terminated at the edge of a river white with rapids. No pod in sight. It could take days to find him.

For the next three days, as soon as it was light, I alternated searching the water's edge and climbing trees to get a better view. On the fourth day, I'd climbed half-way up a tree when I noticed a gouge in the distance. I dropped to the ground and took off running just as it started raining.

When I reached the pod, I had a burst of hope. Despite being stuck in mud and half-submerged in shallow water, at least the chains had broken. Only one length still wrapped it, and that lay near the closest end. I had a short pry bar in my pack. It hadn't come with it; I found the bar one of the few times they let me out of the cell. Hid it under my shirt and then stuffed it into a corner of my pack. If I could wedge the bar under the edge of a link, maybe I could work the chain down far enough to slip it off.

I took off the pack and dug through it for the steel bar. I wiped rain from my face and trudged into the mud, railing at myself for taking so long to find him. What if I couldn't budge the chain? How was I ever going to pry it open far enough to get him out before it filled with water and drowned him? The unit weighed as much as four grown men. No way I was dragging it back to shore.

The whole thing was probably academic anyway. Not even an immortal in good health could have survived that fall. After more than a year in that hell hole, what chance did Pietas have to survive?

I told myself none of those doubts mattered. My abuela didn't raise no quitter. It wasn't like I had anything better going on.

Tell you one thing. If the Corps thought to end an immortal warrior with no off-switch, they picked the wrong man to carry it out. Knowing Pietas as I do now, I don't doubt saving him would have made my abuela proud.

Likely, I'm the last surviving member of Ghost Corps, so here's irony for you. If it took my last breath, before I died, even if it was just to bury his corpse, I was setting this man free.

I jammed my pry bar under the nearest link and heaved.

Read Origin of Pietas to find out what happens next.

Lights Out introduces the Bringer of Chaos series, which includes Origin of Pietas and Forged in Fire. I'm hard at work on Watch Your Six, book three in the Chaos series. I intend to update this portion when that story is released, so if you are reading these words, either I haven't finished the story yet or you have an older version. Check my website for updates or subscribe to my newsletter.
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You are unworthy, human.

A foreword from Pietas

This book you hold is being presented as fiction, but it did happen. It is as real as the air you breathe. While this is not a first-person story, it follows my point of view.

I would never have allowed a human to know these things, but a friend persuaded me there can be no vengeance unless those in the wrong know what they did. When one has wronged another, one must face the consequences.

Having been persuaded to tell the story, I now allow it to be placed into your hands. I want you to know the truth. Why? Because other Ultras have hidden the truth. Buried it beneath fables and false retellings, as if you were a child unable to bear harsh reality. Unwilling to face the consequences of what your kind has done.

Above all, because I will not lie to you.

When I come for you, I want the satisfaction of seeing your regret for what your ancestors did to my kind. I want to see your fear and taste your terror.

This is no horror story. It's merely science fiction. Tell yourself it is only fable, if that will help you sleep. By all means, human, do sleep.

Read this, if you dare to know the truth.

~ Pietas

​​​​
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Chapter One
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Deep space, Colonies of Man

Terran Year 4536 AD

Aboard the Uurahkal, a holovid screen in the council chamber replayed news from the Siege of San Xavier. In one report, a half dozen Ultra warriors crept over concrete battlements. In a voiceover, a human reporter called the subsequent slaughter of a hundred human soldiers an atrocity.

"Atrocity?" The Chancellor smacked his hand on the podium. Beneath the blow, the wood compressed. "Why do none of these channels show the truth?" He rubbed at the ache forming behind his eyes. "Humans killed over two hundred unarmed Ultras first. We defended ourselves. But we come back from the dead, so our suffering doesn't matter!"

The announcer mentioned the upcoming peace talks on Enderium Six. "In a statement, the Terran Crescent Prime Minister expressed hope that Chancellor Pietas ap Lorectic could be reasoned with at the talks this week."

At her mispronunciation of his name, he gritted his teeth.

"Human families," she continued, "have been evacuated from the station to protect them from possible violence."

"I'll show you violence." Pietas cut off the video. "And my name is pronounced Pee-ah-toss, thank you. Not Pie-ah-toss. Pee-ah-toss. It's six letters. How hard is that to get right?" He stormed away from the podium.

He cast off the heavy silk brocade of his robe of state. Silver threads flashed among teal and white as the supple garment billowed to the floor. He tore off the unadorned silver circlet denoting his rank and tossed it onto a table. It clattered across the wood and knocked over a small ceramic statue of a six-headed dragon.

Pietas righted it. "These peace talks will end in disaster. Why can't anyone else see it?" He massaged his temples. "This headache is proof. An Ultra doesn't suffer pain, unless it's due to humans."

Beyond the portal window, the massive space station Enderium Six squatted, a tangled crossroads in space. Its arms stretched in every direction, beckoning ships to dock. Near the planet Cape Hope in the Colonies of Man, it offered neutrality for the upcoming talks. Home to a quarter million humans, the station occupied busy space-lanes outside the Terran Crescent and served as a meeting point between the Central Colonies and the Gedarin Republic.

"How odd to find Chancellor Pietas so calm."

He hadn't heard anyone reenter the council chamber. Of course, it would be his father, who never called Pietas by his title unless it was to be sarcastic.

"Do I seem calm?" He steeled himself for the inevitable argument and pivoted toward Mahikos. "Good. Then I hid my emotions well. If I didn't, with my empathic gift, everyone on this ship would share my outrage at being forced into these talks. Perhaps I should stop shielding. If they sensed what I do, maybe they'd listen to reason."

"Now that I'm near you, I feel it. You're a storm of ice." The empathic ability of an Ultra generated physical sensations in response to emotions. Some pleasant, others not. Mahikos shivered as he strolled further into the room. "Opening your shields would convince others you're as deluded as they thought. A shame to be impeached so soon after being elected. Do yourself a favor and confine your opinions to verbal sharing. Not that you were ever much of a telepath."

How like his father to offer insults as advice. "Why? No one listens. You don't. One wonders how you led our people."

"I listened to the people, not you." He swung open the carved wooden doors of a tall bar. "You listen only to yourself." No doubt Mahikos would soon begin harping on his favorite topic, peace at any cost.

All it took for Pietas to remember why that was unwise was to see that bar. The finely carved wooden cabinet took up most of one wall, an anachronism, archaic among the sleek and modern lines of the ship. Its beauty evoked the past, a time when Ultra artisans crafted fine designs and took pride in their work. Before war and human avarice devastated whole planets.

His father uncapped a crystal decanter of finely aged Terran brandy. Alcohol had no effect on Ultras. They drank for the taste and enjoyment of sharing. He lifted a glass, asking if Pietas would join him.

"No, but thank you for offering me my own brandy." Lights on the station indicated a steady stream of ships leaving, but none on approach. "We cannot trust these humans. They're evacuating the station."

"They think us untrustworthy." Mahikos took a sip of the brandy. "This is excellent."

"Stolen from the best."

He smiled. "I'm sure."

Newly reborn, Mahikos looked his peak age, perhaps early twenties, younger than his son. He had the same platinum-blond hair, his cropped short. Like Pietas, he wore the uniform of the Ultra Council, white with teal trim.

Too bad his father had not revived with a new outlook. He held fast to the same mistakes he'd always made.

"Son, your mother asked me to see if you were in accord with us on the talks. I told her you weren't but that you'd do your duty."

"Did you? I'm surprised. You usually tear me down in front of her."

"Pietas, don't start. This is the most important conference in the history of mankind. This could be the turning point to peace, where they accept our rule."

"As if they had a choice."

"Let's not argue. It's time we put humans on the council. They deserve a voice."

"We will argue and continue to argue until you accept the fact that you are wrong. I have hammered this point for hundreds of years! You don't listen. Why can't you get the fact that humans cannot be trusted? They call for peace talks but they're evacuating the station as we approach. This is another trap. It will fail, but it's still a trap." He flung an arm out toward the station. "These talks will solve nothing. They're going to try something stupid. We'll slaughter them for it and as usual, we'll be blamed. What is so hard to grasp about this?" Pietas reached out with his empathic senses, but encountered the blunt edge of his father's shields. There would be no persuasion except by speech. "I wish I could show you, once and for all, that humans are cutthroats. They will not honor their word. They will not abide by our laws. They will usurp our power and try to control the galaxy as if it belonged to them."

"It does belong to them."

Pietas threw up a hand. "This again."

"The galaxy was theirs before we claimed it. Son, humanity is an ancient civilization. We are the usurpers. Yes, we are more powerful. We should be benevolent rulers, not despots. Might does not make right." He finished the brandy and set down the glass with a thud. "But let's attempt civility. We're both members of the council and should discuss topics with one another out of respect for the office." The glare Mahikos leveled his way carried the empathic warmth of an ice blade. "Even if we detest one another on a personal level."

"Since you asked so nicely." He motioned for his father to continue.

"If they keep their word, these talks will end the war. We'll have peace."

"Ah, and isn't that the key. If. Humans do not surrender well. They say the word 'human' as if it were synonymous with 'king.' These talks are nothing more than a ruse by you bleeding hearts who want to 'stop the killing.' As if killing was not what you were born to do. Embrace your purpose, Father. You are a killer. Like me."

"We're also scientists. Even I will admit you are the finest among our people. Embrace that. We don't have to kill. The war has cost billions of human lives, while not one of us has perished."

"As usual, you discount my deaths."

"Yours don't count. You come back."

"I see." Had anything Pietas had done ever counted? Not to the man before him. "Tell me, Father." He picked up the silver circlet and toyed with it. "Would it be better if some of us had been terminated by fire, or one of the other ways to end us permanently? How many perma-deaths would suffice? Are two sufficient? A hundred? Or would mine be enough?"

"Why must you twist my words? Of course Ultras have died, but we revive in peak condition. Humans stay dead. All I'm saying is the loss is heavy on one side."

"Every war has losses. Yet you don't celebrate the victory. You count the enemy's defeat as your own."

"This is why you are unfit to lead the council. You—"

"Ah, there it is." Pietas twirled the diadem around one finger. "The real reason you're here. To whine about losing your place of power."

"That's petty and you know it. Too many mortals have died!"

"Mortals! How I tire of that word. I believe I'll start calling them Mundanes."

"Why not? It smacks of your usual disrespect and bigotry."

Pietas sputtered a laugh. "I find it incredulous that the indignant and righteous Mahikos who led our people in rebellion against humanity has fallen so far from his ideals. What happened to the motto 'Freedom, Fairness, Fortune' that rallied our people? I was four years old. We were still hidden then. No one knew Dessy and I existed except you and Mother. But you hoisted us both onto your shoulders and we stayed behind darkened glass and watched as thousands of our people cheered in the streets. You'd won them freedom and they shouted your name. Oh, in that moment, Father, I wanted to be just like you. No, I wanted to be you. Now?" He ignored the angry twitch tugging at one eyelid. "You want us to treat humans as equals. They never treated us as such. Even now, we're hated and reviled. Putting them on the council will make them haughtier. I want nothing to do with humans."

"Then you want nothing to do with me, Son. Humans are all I care about."

And wasn't that the naked truth of his father's betrayal? He had turned his back on their people. He had turned his back on his son.

"You're right, Father. I want nothing to do with you. I care nothing for mortals." He flipped the circlet into the air and caught it. "They all die."

"How can you not care? We were created to protect them."

"Correction. You were. Unlike you, my twin and I were born, not created. We will not submit to the slavery of humans the way you did."

"The circumstances of your birth have no bearing. You were elected by the council and you serve at their pleasure." He jabbed a finger at the ground. "They want this treaty. Remember that."

"How can I forget when I have you to remind me? Go back to Mother and tell her not to worry. I never forsake duty." Pietas twitched his fingers, dismissing him. He waited until Mahikos reached the door. "Did it never occur to you?"

His father faced him. "What?"

"The council elected me to head these talks and removed you. You want to bring in humans. I do not. Perhaps the council hates humans more than you think."

A wave of aggravation emanated from Mahikos. Licks of emotional flame scorched Pietas's skin. Accustomed to the pain, he did not flinch.

"Son, surely you realize they elected you to keep you close and control you."

"To control—" Pietas broke into laughter. "Did they? How unenlightened." He shrugged. "Well, they can try. I must say, your annoyance today is a refreshing change from your usual indifference. I'd begun wondering if you had any emotions regarding my takeover. It must nettle, knowing your lowly son succeeded your rule."

"No one would consider you lowly."

Pietas lifted his chin. "Except you."

"I'm surprised you even bothered to show up, as much as you hate humans."

"It's nothing personal. I hate humans no more than a physician hates germs yet still takes time to eradicate them. Humans are dangerous."

"Humans are the reason we exist."

"Perhaps that was true in your reality. Humans have abused, misused and betrayed their creations throughout their history. This peace everyone clamors for comes from concern about humans. I care less than nothing about them. As for their good graces? I have no faith they exist."

"You know, Pietas, one day you'll rely on the mercy of humans."

"You think humans show mercy? How amusing."

Head down, Mahikos rubbed a spot between his eyes. "I hope I'm there to see it. When you realize even humans have value, that will be a good day for all of us."

"How well you preach love." If only he gave it half as well.

"Son, when the conference starts tomorrow, all your mother and I ask is that you try to be gracious."

"I'm certain I already am. Just this morning when I knocked on your chamber door, I heard Mother say, 'Oh gracious. That must be Pietas.'"

"Why can you not be serious about this?"

"I consider these talks of utmost importance. It is you I do not take seriously."

Mahikos glowered, but for once, did not argue.

"Such a lovely chat, Father. Do give me an evening alone before I subject myself to the presence of humans."

His father made a bow, far from genuine in respect and stalked away. At the door, he paused and turned back. He opened his mouth, but then closed it and with a resigned shake of his head, opened the door and left. Quite unlike the man to leave without getting the last word.

Pietas returned to the wall-sized viewscreen. Station lights changed as the ship began docking.

His father was right about one thing. The almighty council ruled as it wished and one either obeyed, or it removed you from power. His entire family might be members, but they served at the council's command. Pietas, as elected leader, made the final vote, but his office could overrule no one.

The powerless authority chafed.

Every member of the council had voted in favor of the treaty and Pietas had cast the sole dissenting vote. Individually, each councilmember owed him allegiance, yet together, they refused to submit on this aspect.

"How vexing."

Equality and balance of power marked the cornerstone of Ultra rule. Their system of liberty for all had worked for centuries, but now they wanted to apply those principles to humans.

"Humans. On the council. Equal to Ultras. Not in my immortal lifetime."

After he destroyed these peace talks, he'd suspend the council. He'd already united the soldier class as First Conqueror, War Leader of the Ultras. They'd accept his rule when Pietas took command as king. Then, and only then would he be free to accomplish his most vital goal, keeping humanity in chains—where it belonged.
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Chapter​​ Two
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Early on the first morning of the peace talks, Pietas entered his round bathing room. Starlight filtered through the portal overhead. Sleek silver walls reflected the cool light.

He remained at the door, content to savor its calming glow. Its beauty did not dispel the worry niggling at his mind. Not given to trusting premonitions and omens, he grounded himself with meditation. Once he'd centered himself and calmed his spirit, Pietas took a deep, purifying breath, and with slow deliberation, exhaled.

"Time to begin. Lights."

The room brightened.

He shed his silk robe and let it fall at his feet. Nude, his platinum hair streaming down his back and chest, he lifted his hands, palms up as if praying.

On the planet Kaffir, warriors used this ritual to summon spirits. He used it to affirm his own superior strength and prowess.

Before a copper fire pit, he plucked one blond hair and fed it to the fire. It singed and melted.

"As fire has victory over life, so I have victory over my enemies."

He passed a hand through the flame and hissed at the searing heat, relishing the pain. He cupped his hand over the flame's source and held it until the fire went out. The burns on his palm cooled and as he watched, the skin healed. Of all the elements, fire alone had power to linger on an Ultra's skin. He welcomed it as a symbol of victory.

"I am powerful, as fire is powerful."

Pietas thrust both hands forward, clutched his fists and yanked them back.

"I own the wind. I prevail over the breath of my enemies."

In the bathing area, he took six steps down into a waist-deep pool.

"Water submits to my presence the way enemies submit to my will."

He cupped water in his hands, lifted it and let it pour down his arms.

"The blood of my enemies trickles into the pool of time, is absorbed and forgotten."

He pushed wet fingers through his hair and released it.

"My mind is clear. I do not waver."

He submersed and rose, head thrown back, face lifted to the sparkle of stars above.

"My body submits to my will. No pain defeats me. No fear touches me."

He swept his hands down his chest to his loins and the tops of his thighs.

"My will is absolute."

A scratching sound alerted him to the presence of his silver-skinned android servant. The creature entered and Pietas fixed him with a hard glare. "Why did you interrupt me?"

"Your guest is here, my lord, in the living area." He offered Pietas a towel.

"Leave it." He waved the android away.

After exiting the pool, Pietas brushed off the water and wrung out his hair. He pulled out a tray holding half a dozen clasps. He chose a silver dragon studded with six turquoise stones, twisted his wet hair and fastened it up, out of the way.

He dried his face, gathered a brush and black face paint. Leaning in close to a freestanding mirror, he outlined a bandit's mask from beneath his eyes to over his dark eyebrows and filled it with black.

He'd worn the mask in battle ever since defeating the First Division, a human special-ops group formed to fight Ultras. It came about because Pietas had slain an enemy and blood had splashed across his eyes. Thinking the blood belonged to Pietas, the Ultra troops had rallied to him and slaughtered the humans. The blood dried almost black.

Stories of how their "bandit king" had conquered the First Division filled the night. The name stuck. To his troops, he was First Conqueror, War Leader of the Ultras.

Pietas turned his head side to side, surveying the effect.

His body would reject foreign matter on his skin. The Ultra metabolism protected from every perceived attack, even harmless face paint. He closed his eyes and sprayed sealant over the mask to delay its disappearance by a few hours.

Satisfied with his looks, Pietas pulled on a pair of loose white lounging pants. With a deep, cleansing breath, he opened the door. Damp, shirtless, barefoot, he padded into the adjacent room.

His twin sister switched off the viewscreen she'd been watching and faced him. Clothed in tight white leather with teal trim, Dessy stalked toward him, a siren seeking prey. Not much taller than a human female, she reached the middle of his chest. His opposite in coloring with her flowing dark hair and eyes the color of moonlight, she bore no more than a passing resemblance to him. Except, as mortals had famously remarked, in the twins having the same "ice water for blood" and reputations as stone-cold killers.

"Good morning, Brother." She ran a fingertip along the bottom edge of his mask.

He snatched her wrist and pulled her hand away, then turned her hand palm up and while holding her gaze, kissed it. "Good morning, Sister."

Their formal greeting belied their closeness. Dessy placed her lips where his had been and licked her skin.

Heat flooded his cheeks. "Dess! Stop that."

"Aw, you called me Dess. You haven't done that in ages."

"Thank you for coming. Are you ready to play high priestess?"

"Always ready to play with you." She walked her fingertips across his chest.

Scowling, he brushed aside her hand.

Dessy laughed as if delighted by his irritation. She selected an ornate turquoise dragon he'd displayed on a glass table and examined it. "Whatever you said to Father, he was still furious about when I saw him at breakfast." She rolled the egg-sized sculpture between her hands. "He's all but accusing you of treason against the council."

"I'm used to Father's baseless accusations."

She tossed the priceless carving into the air and then caught it. "Mother hasn't disagreed with him this time, but then she's been quiet this trip."
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