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      The creature reared back, beholding Stan with its hundred eyes, the hairs around its mandibles quivering. It assumed a fighting stance, but just as Stan stabbed his thumb at it, it retreated into a seam of the navigation control panel.

      “Lemme guess—spider lives to torment you another day,” Tag teased him, her lips turning up in a mocking smile.

      Stan fumed. He never seemed to be quick enough. There were a thousand spiders on this ship, and it seemed they all lived to torment him personally.

      “Focus, people. Remember: first contact.” Captain Santos’ voice was kind but firm, but Stan needed no reminding. Neither did Tag. From the moment they’d detected the alien vessels headed their way, no one talked about anything else.

      At first, they’d thought it was just an asteroid, big and fast. But projections showed it would shoot past the Manila Colony without causing any damage—until it changed course and began accelerating. That’s when they knew it was a ship, and not a Colonial Defense ship, either. As the object got closer, they realized it was actually a plurality of objects—not a ship, but a fleet of ships moving in an almost impossibly tight formation.

      At first, people had gone crazy—terrified that it was an attack. But as they got closer, analytics announced that there were no weapons aboard—at least none that they could detect, none that were even remotely like ours. People had relaxed. They became giddy, even. They had outfitted a small passenger liner, The Avalon, as a diplomatic vessel and rechristened her the The Envoy. And they were on their way to welcome the first sentient species humans had yet encountered. Tag had made party hats out of plastic hygiene sheathing, but one arched eyebrow from the captain had nixed that idea.

      Stan checked the flight controls just to be sure he hadn’t messed anything up in his arachnidicidal rage. No. They were sitting perfectly still, directly in the path of the oncoming fleet. Stan felt his muscles relax—a bit.

      “I keep imagining what they’ll be like,” Tag whispered.

      “Uh-huh. And what are they like?” Stan asked, not really paying attention.

      “Oh, you know, all muscly and shit. Green maybe. Big. Big parts, too.” He shook his head at her erotic fantasies, but in his peripheral vision he saw her do a weapons check.

      “Captain!” Science Chief Andrada shouted curtly. “They are dropping out of superluminal.”

      “On screen, please.”

      The forward viewer switched to an external view, where several ships snapped into view.

      “What the fuck?” Captain Santos rose from his command chair and took a couple steps, squinting at the screen. “Katz, zoom in on the oncoming fleet—maximum power.”

      The viewscreen refocused, and when it did, Stan gasped.

      “Why are these ships…shimmering?”

      It was true. Stan hadn’t noticed it before they’d zoomed in, but it was obvious now. The surface of the ships reminded him of moonlight on a lake when the winds were high—the choppy surface rippling with light…just exactly as these were doing.

      “What are we seeing, Andrada?”

      “Checking, sir.”

      Stan saw the science officer close one eye as his hands flew over his panel, no doubt checking one bank of sensors on his neural while running all manner of remote analyses on his console. Time seemed to stand still as they waited. In the meantime, the rippling surface of the ships became larger, more defined, more turbulent.

      “Andrada, I need some answers,” the captain barked.

      “Sorry, sir, I’m…the hull surfaces aren’t like any metal or alloy we know of. But what we’re seeing…isn’t the surface.”

      “If it isn’t the surface, what the fuck is it?”

      Stan felt the hair on the back of his arms and neck rise up. He noticed he was holding his breath. He forced himself to exhale.

      “Sir, I can’t say with certainty. But I can tell you what it looks like.”

      “For Christ’s sake, spit it out.”

      “From everything I see here, we aren’t actually looking at the ships’ hulls. We’re seeing what looks like beings fixed to the hulls…or clinging to the hulls.”

      “Do you mean to tell me, Andrada, that these aliens travel on the outside of their ships rather than the inside?”

      “It would appear so, sir. Yes.”

      Stan glanced at the captain. His eyebrows bunched in confusion. “How can that possibly—”

      “Sir, I’ve got something else. It’s too small to see visually just yet, but sensors show that a number of the…aliens, I guess…have launched themselves from the hull and are…god, they’re headed right for us.”

      “Maybe this is how they say ‘hello’?” Stan offered.

      “Maybe this is how they say ‘Die, bitch,’” the captain answered. “Target weapons.”

      “Targeting weapons, sir,” Tag said. “I’ve got a lock on the lead alien, and the next five…God, sir—”

      “Navigation, get us out of here. Anywhere except back to New Manila.”

      Stan shut his eyes and plotted a course through his neural. He implemented it internally and then opened his eyes again. He watched the star horizon on his panel swing as the ship came about. He tapped out minor course corrections manually as the granular information from stellar cartography began to feed into his brain. Don’t slam into an asteroid while we’re making our escape, he told himself.

      “Scans show 759 aliens have now launched themselves toward us,” Andrada’s voice was pitched much higher than usual and Stan could hear the panic in it. “Oh…make that 15,657.”

      Someone whistled. Stan couldn’t tell who.

      “Fire at will, Lieutenant,” Captain Santos ordered. “Wide sweep. Get as many of those bastards as you can. Engines to full now! GO! GO! GO!”

      “Sir, how can any species survive in the vacuum of space?” Reyes asked.

      “I’ll be as fascinated as you are to hear how the xenobiologists explain that, Commander.”

      “Sir, we’re accelerating as hard as we can, and rigging for superluminal,” Stan said. He could hear the distant whine of the engines climbing in pitch.

      “They’re gaining on us, Sir.” Andrada said. “Our speed is 500K and climbing…nearly 600K now.”

      “And their speed?”

      “Aliens are at 1800K now. They’ll be here—”

      Stan heard the sound of metal on metal, as if someone had just pounded the outer hull with a sledgehammer. Stan heard its reverberations even above the engine’s whine.

      Tag whirled in her seat, her eyes rolled up into the back of her head, interfacing with her neural. “Suggest an EM burst on the outer hull.”

      “That’ll take all our electronics down until we can reboot—”

      Andrada’s voice was drowned out by the sound of a hundred sledgehammers. As if someone were building a railroad on the hull of the ship, metal struck metal all up and down the length of the ship, the blows coming more rapidly by the second. The din grew exponentially louder as thousands of creatures began pounding at the hull.

      “Do it!” Santos shouted above the noise. “Full EM burst.”

      Tag squinted as she initiated the burst—and then Stan heard a pop.

      The lights went out. His neural went offline. The whine of the engines disintegrated into silence. Stan felt a panicked vertigo as the artificial gravity cut out, leaving them floating blind and deaf in space.

      “At least—” Andrade’s voice began, but he was interrupted by the sound of metal pounding on metal once more.
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      Summoned. It’s never good news when you’re summoned, Jeff thought. Good news can be handled by neural. Performance reviews can be handled by neural. Mission assignments can be handled by neural. Only bad things have to be handled in person. They’d provided him with a very comfortable apartment, oppressively cheery in décor, specifically designed to offend few and please none. He hated it.

      There were those who would say he hated everyone and everything, but they would be wrong. He would be the first to admit that he could be abrasive and anti-social, but he knew it was because he cared too much. He cared too much and had failed.

      The call light blinked and the emitter directly below it chirped. “Showtime,” he said aloud and permitted himself a groan as he stood and straightened his dress blues.

      He touched the pad near the door and it slid open with a quiet pneumatic release. Captain Taylor stood just outside his door, more or less at parade rest.

      “Jo,” he said.

      “Jeff,” she said, turning briskly and power walking in the direction of the space station’s command center. He forced himself to keep up with her. “You cleaned up good,” she said without looking at him.

      He grunted. He liked Jo, more than he liked to admit. But they were both captains, and if anything, her ambition far exceeded his. There had been something between them once, but that was a long time ago. A part of him resented the situation, longed for things to be different, but he never blamed her.

      It was kind of her to come for him—she could have sent a lackey.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “Your orders were intentionally vague, so I hope you weren’t obsessing over them. You’re not in trouble or anything.”

      Jeff’s eyebrows shot up. On the one hand, that was welcome news. On the other, the mystery just got deeper. “In that case, why not just handle this remotely?”

      “How should I know? Maybe the admiral just likes to watch introverts squirm. Maybe it’s a cruel streak. On the other hand….”

      “What?”

      “I had an uncle who was a monk, even a supermonk, you might say. A hermit. I don’t mean it metaphorically, he was literally a hermit. Took vows and everything. Did you know that hermits are required to come together with their fellow monks once a day?”

      “No.”

      “Neither did I. It avoids morbid isolation.”

      They walked down a long hall in uncomfortable silence.

      “What are you trying to say, Jo?”

      She got into an omnilift and only faced him when the door shut. In her own hard, angular way she was still pretty after all these years. “You can’t punish yourself forever, Jeff.”

      He blinked but didn’t answer her.

      “Your isolation looks a lot like misanthropy, and it’s being noticed.”

      “I thought you said this wasn’t a dressing down.”

      “It isn’t. But you’re a hair’s breadth from it. It’s why I wanted to fetch you myself. Give you a heads-up. Warn you off before—”

      “Before I cross the invisible line that separates pain-in-the-ass from liability?”

      “That’s less diplomatic than I would have said it, but sure.”

      “And this is you…taking me aside…as a friend?”

      “As a colleague who respects you and doesn’t want to see you wasting your potential.” She rolled her eyes as the lift slowed to a stop. “Goddammit, yes! As a friend.”

      “Can you give me a heads-up what this is all about?”

      “Not a chance, soldier.”

      They exited and Jeff noted they were outside the office of Admiral Paul Jennings.

      “Jennings?”

      “It’s important, Jeff.”

      He whistled. The station housed a lot of the Colonial Defense Fleet’s senior brass, but he hadn’t expected to be summoned to the very top. “Why so hush-hush?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      “You sure there’s nothing I need to know?”

      “Relax. Just be yourself. On second thought, it would be a good idea to make eye contact and speak to people.”

      “Very funny.”

      “I am trying to help.”

      He knew that. He knew the complex political reality they both lived in, all too well. He knew exactly in which ways her hands were tied. He knew how closely she could skirt the issue—whatever it was. She wasn’t going to compromise herself for a moment, but she was still reaching out. “If I registered human emotion like a normal person, I’d be touched,” he told her.

      “I’ll take that as a thank you.”

      “You do that.” He tightened his jaw. The truth was, he was touched. It had been a long time since anyone had gone out on a limb for him. This wasn’t exactly limb crawling, but it was something. To his surprise, he found he missed such somethings.

      The door slid open and he heard Jennings’ rough voice call, “Come!”

      Jo gave him an “after you” motion with her hand.

      “Huh,” he said, and entered.

      Admiral Jennings was standing at the ready, his hands behind his back, his face betraying nothing, except perhaps avuncular regard. A large round table took up most of the room, surrounded by stylish black chairs.

      “Captain Bowers, thank you for coming,” Jennings said.

      He almost replied ‘Didn’t really have a choice’, but thought better of it and simply nodded.

      “That will be all, Captain Taylor.”

      Jo shot Jeff an encouraging glance and took her leave. Once the door had slid closed behind her, Admiral Jennings moved toward the wet bar. “I hear you two have history.”

      “A very short history,” Bowers said. “We’re both married to the CDF.”

      “You’re not the only ones.” Jennings poured himself a whiskey, and another for Bowers. He handed the glass to the captain.

      “I don’t really—”

      “Yes, you do. You’re going to need that, son.”

      It had been a very long time since Jeff had been called “son.” Jeff accepted the glass and took a sip of the whiskey. It wasn’t bad, which didn’t surprise him, knowing what he did about the Admiral.

      “You indicate in your file that you don’t believe you are command material. But that’s not what Admiral Tal or Colonel Mattocks or Captain Taylor or…God, anyone who has ever worked with you or commanded you says.”

      “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      Jennings waved his hand, as if batting protocol away like a pesky fly. “Of course.”

      “A man’s own opinion of himself ought to be worth something.”

      “When you were on the Catskill operation, Captain, you made a judgment call in the field—one that any of us might have made in the same circumstances—would have made, most likely. It turned out to be the wrong call. That doesn’t make you a bad commander.”

      “Is there anything else, sir?”

      Jennings sighed and pulled up a star chart. It flickered in the air above the round meeting table, but quickly stabilized. Jeff walked toward it and within a few seconds got his bearings. “The Gliese system. That’s where New Manila is,” he said.

      “Was.”

      Jeff’s head jerked toward the Admiral. “Was?”

      “We held the news of it back a cycle, but it’s going to hit the feed very soon. They were expecting to make first contact.”

      “Sure. Can’t access the feed and hear about anything else.”

      “As the aliens got closer, the Colony launched a reconnaissance ship. It was destroyed.”

      “Destroyed? How?”

      “This is the only visual footage that we have.” Jennings looked up, obviously triggering something in his neural. Jeff’s own neural registered that it had received a packet. He accessed it. He closed his eyes in order to enter into the visual feed with as little distraction as possible. When it was over, he opened his eyes and clutched at the table for support.

      “Sit down, son,” Jennings said. He poured another slug into Jeff’s glass. “And for God’s sake, drink.”

      “How many ships?”

      “One hundred and eleven verified. Probably more, though.”

      “And how many of these—”

      “We’re calling them the Prox.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they were inbound from the general direction of Procyon—”

      “Alpha Canis Minoris,” Jeff said.

      “That’s the one. Now, we have no idea whether they’re from a planet in the Procyon system or not—possibly they’re from a planet beyond that system.”

      Jeff nodded. “How many of these were on each ship?”

      “On is right. They appear to travel on the outside of the ships, not the inside. It looks like they’ve stripped the hulls completely off.”

      “That’s not possible,” Jeff said.

      Jennings brought up a schematic of a CDF ship. “This is The Envoy, the ship that went to reconnoiter with the Prox. What you just saw in that file you watched were the Prox launching themselves from their own ship and propelling themselves—somehow—through the vacuum of space to attach themselves to The Envoy. The crew’s feed indicates pounding on the hull until they punched through.”

      “And then?”

      “Then we lost contact.”

      Jeff stared into his glass. “What do they want?”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “Are they intelligent?”

      “They’re piloting superluminal ships—or at least riding on them—so we have to assume so.”

      “And the colony?”

      “They’ve gone completely dark. That’s all we know.”

      “How many people are we talking about? I’ve never been to the New Manila Colony.”

      “The Filipinas Interplanetary Company says twelve million. Colonial Defense says more like nine.”

      Jeff nodded—it was the usual politics muddying the waters. The FIC wanted to maximize public perception of their loss; the CDF wanted to minimize panic.

      Jeff looked up at Jennings. “This is above my clearance level.”

      “Not anymore. We need information—a lot more information than we have. We need someone to go out there and gather as much intel as possible without being detected.”

      “And that’s where I come in.”

      “’Fraid so, son.”

      “What makes you think I won’t get spotted?”

      “Our best guess is that the Prox can detect energy—heat, radiation, electro—”

      “I get it.”

      Jennings didn’t seem to be put off, but instead took a seat near Jeff and continued without skipping a beat. “So we’ve got every engineer we can spare outfitting a Carson class scout ship with active camouflage, as well as heavy thermal and EM shielding.”

      “There’s no way to completely shield anything,” Jeff said.

      “We know that,” Jennings sighed. “We have no idea how sensitive their sensors—or senses—are. So…it’s a risk.” He looked up at Jeff apologetically. “We’ve plotted a course that will use the three suns of the Gliese system to block your approach to the outer system. Then you’ll land on a large asteroid with an elliptical orbit that passes pretty close to New Manila Colony.”

      “How close?”

      “127,000 kilometers.”

      Jeff whistled. “That’s pretty close. Gotta seem like an occasional moon.”

      “The planet has a small moon already. But you’re not wrong—they call the asteroid…called it Pangalawang Buwan—essentially, ‘second moon.’ We want you to land on the asteroid while it’s at the far end of its orbit and let it act as a natural shield. You’ll let it carry you toward the colony…and the Prox, of course.”

      “Why not send a probe?”

      “Because we can’t shut down a probe and get anything useful. It’ll have to be ‘on’ and they’ll see it.”

      “Got it. So I’m riding a dead ship planted on a careening asteroid hoping not to be eaten by bugs from somewhere beyond Procyon.”

      “That’s the nutshell, yes.”

      “Do you have a duration estimate for this action?”

      “It’ll take you three months to get there at C5—”

      “Which is the best a scout can do.”

      “Right. We’ve got a patch that might get C6 out of her, but it’ll be unstable and should only be used in emergencies.”

      Jeff nodded, pulling up the Carson class schematics in his neural to do a quick check.

      “But what’s really going to seem like wasted time is hiding out on the asteroid waiting for its orbit to align with New Manila.”

      “How long?”

      “We’ve worked it out to the second, but roughly six months.”

      Jeff nodded. “And three months back. We’re talking about a year.”

      “If everything goes as planned, yes.”

      Jeff blinked and the schematics disappeared. He looked Jennings in the eye. “Is that why you’re talking to me?”

      “Is what why?” Jennings’ brow furrowed.

      “Admiral, let’s not be polite. I know I have a reputation.”

      “There aren’t many men we can send out on solo stretches like this without cracking. You seem to actually like it. Our psychologists say it’s because of your own PTSD, and it isn’t doing you any favors. But it’s one of the things that make you valuable to us. Your battle scars, Captain, have turned out to be an asset.”

      “I won’t let you down, sir.” Jeff stood.

      Jennings offered his hand. Jeff shook it.

      “Admiral, if you don’t mind, can I ask you a question?”

      Jennings nodded.

      “Taylor. She was the last person I was expecting to see. Since when is a captain acting as your errand boy?”

      Jennings smiled but glanced away. “We want her close by because…well, she’s our best chance of handling you.”

      “Thank you for your candor, but…am I really that difficult?”

      “You said it yourself, Captain. You have a reputation.”
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      The journey out to New Manila had been uneventful, and he had passed the time studying the history and culture of the Filipino colony. He even had the synthesizer prepare him meals from the Filipino and the Asian fusion cuisine popular on the colony itself. If he was going to investigate something lost, a part of him felt obligated to understand exactly what had been lost.

      The studying he had considered “work,” but in his downtime he read a small stack of paperbacks, their papers yellowed and their covers worn, ripped, and sheathed in protective plastic. He’d picked them up—almost at random—at an antique stall on the Sol Command Station. He’d made a diverse selection: a Western adventure, two romance novels—one of them decidedly spicy—a spy thriller, and a dystopian novel geared for young adults—all from the mid-twenty-first century. He had read them all twice, and the spicy romance novel four times.

      He was just at the point where Consuelo had told Geoff off for not respecting her profession and they’d had “angry sex”—one of his favorite parts of the novel—which did kind of disturb him when he stopped to think about it. But as the temperature fell, he pushed such self-examination away.

      Despite the gravity of his mission, he enjoyed his time in space. In truth, something in his soul hungered for solitude, and in the nearly nine months since he had launched from Sol Station he had feasted well. His mind flashed back to when he was a teenager and had gotten lost in the woods around Anchorage. He was in the throes of hypothermia when his father had found him, and as he slowly warmed up in the back of the land rover, his father had given him a thorough tongue-lashing. “Why didn’t you call for help?” his father had yelled. It was a good question. And the only answer that made sense was a fierce determination to find his way home on his own. Is that pride? he wondered. Maybe. But his father had just called it stupid. And when they had finally arrived home and got him into a warm tub, he saw that his father had been crying. Had he been crying the whole time he’d been yelling at him? Jeff didn’t know, but he was too shocked to ask. “You’ve gotta let yourself be helped sometimes, Jeff,” his father had said. He remembered thinking at the time, Not if I can fucking help it.

      He smiled grimly at the memory, but felt a pang of guilt as he did so. His old man hadn’t deserved that. Hell, no one had. Not Dad, not Jo, not anyone his obsessive need to do it himself had affected. And that obsession had just gotten worse since the Catskill incident.

      As he had approached the Gliese 667 system almost six months ago, Jeff had powered down all engines and glided into a parallel path with the asteroid, then at the far end of its elliptical orbit. Within a few weeks, the paths converged, and using very few short bursts from the nav thrusters, Jeff guided the scout into a ravine on the asteroid that protected it from three of four sides, but left the viewing ports unobstructed. He extended the landing feet, inspired by those of a gecko, which gently reached out and gripped the asteroid, pulling the ship’s belly tightly against the rock. Once the ship had “nested,” its polymimetic skin changed texture and color to become indistinguishable from the rock it clung to. With a sigh he had switched off the main electricity panel. Only a highly shielded, isolated “box” continued to function, operating only the most basic life support functions.

      The asteroid was tumbling slowly, completing a full rotation every twelve hours. While it was pointed away from the star Jeff, endured five hours of bitter cold, followed by an hour of mild, comfortable temperature as it rotated back into sight of Gliese 667. This was followed by five hours of oppressive heat, during which Jeff could do little but lounge, sweat, and read. Then another hour of productive respite, and back into the cold.  Jeff wrapped himself in his blanket once more and waited.

      After five and a half months of this, he was used to the routine. He made good use of his “spring” and “autumn” periods, as he often thought of them, searching out the remains of the New Manila colony, and watching for signs of Prox activity. Before launching, the station crew had added a high-power optical telescope. It was an archaic bit of technology, but once the scout ship powered down, it alone would allow Jeff to carry out his surveillance without detectable energy or heat signatures. Over the long weeks, as he got closer to the ruins of the colony, there had been much more to see. Jeff squinted into the telescope’s eyepiece and turned the primitive knobs, adjusting its attitude.

      He sighed and looked in the eyepiece again. As the asteroid drew nearer to the planet, he was beginning to see the devastation wrought by the Prox. He scratched out a few notes on a pad of paper with an old-fashioned lead pencil.

      The files he’d reviewed on the colony had shown pristine cities, farms with thriving crops, and suburban areas with tree-lined streets. But all Jeff saw now as he tumbled within sight of the colony was rubble and the active and ongoing raping of the land and infrastructure. He gritted his teeth as he watched Prox tearing down entire skyscrapers and harvesting the wire and metal.

      He had ceased to be angry—that had fueled him for a couple weeks. But now the anger had passed into a grim resolve for revenge. He felt calm as he contemplated it. It would be well planned, utterly devastating, as inevitable as carbon decay, and just as passionless. He knew these things with a certainty that was not rational, not emotional, just gut-solid true.

      He adjusted the telescope using light micro-motions, refocusing on the space above the colony. He saw several ships careening stern over bow in their orbits, as lifeless as the castoff elytra of beetles. He ratcheted up the power on the ’scope and zeroed in on what was left of a massive battle cruiser, The Empyrion. He watched as Prox swarmed over it, ripping great sheets of metal from the hull. They reminded Jeff of enormous crabs, with squat, flat, armored bodies that moved sideways, and long, articulated tails that looked dangerously barbed at the tip.

      As he watched, Jeff began to pick out different kinds of Prox, each of which seemed to have specialized functions. The largest he dubbed soldiers, harkening back to the various castes found in ant colonies. Each soldier was at least three meters across and about 1.75 meters high when their jittery legs were fully extended. Like living bulldozers, the soldiers used their huge claws to rip the hull plating off the ship as easily as opening a can of vegetables. Apparently they found it appetizing, as they often nibbled on it, eating the metal itself.

      Workers were roughly a meter smaller widthwise than the soldiers. They had no tails, but had smaller, more intricate foreclaws. They flitted between the soldiers, sometimes crawling unnoticed on their flat backs, gathering up the weightless, tumbling sheets of reinforced steel with their numerous legs, all eight of which were moving in circles as if pedaling unseen bicycles. They hustled the plates off the ship, tumbling with them into space.

      Every now and then a third class of Prox would approach the ship. They were smaller still, their foreclaws hardly differentiated from their other legs, their swimmeret tendrils extended, spiraling and coiling like a nest of great long snakes gathered in a bunch at their abdominal aprons. These wove around the hulls of the ruined ships, reaching out to touch—compulsively, it seemed to Jeff—every worker and soldier they passed. It looked as though they were delivering instructions, collecting progress reports and coordinating the frenetic activity. Jeff decided to call these expediters. “If they are distributing orders, where are they coming from?” Jeff’s voiced seemed so loud in the solitude of the cabin that it startled even himself. He paused, scrawled some notes, and then flexed his writing hand against the rapidly accelerating chill. Wintertime, he thought. Time to hang out with Toni.

      Jeff stowed the pad and pencil in a plastic pocket hanging from the telescope. Taking care not to bounce in the almost impossibly low gravity of the asteroid, he propelled himself hand-over-hand toward the stern of the ship, where the heat shield stored just a tiny bit more of the star’s warmth than other parts of the hull.

      Jeff was aware that this might also just be his imagination. He hadn’t bothered to measure it, to see if it was actually true. It was the myth he told himself so that he would have reason to “migrate” to the stern. It was a routine, it kept him active. It was, in its own way, a liturgy of the hours, and he made a procession to his successive seasonal altars. The only thing he didn’t do was pray. Instead, at this, his winter altar, he wrapped himself in his blanket and sat with his back against the heat shield. As the temperature cooled, he rocked back and forth to try to generate a little bit of warmth.

      “Hey, Toni, did you fix your web?”

      The CDF fleet was infested with spiders. It always had been, and although people frequently complained about them, for Jeff it was just a fact of life in space. G-forces, flightplan projections, radiation monitoring…and spiders. When people first went into space, no one had expected spiders to be a problem. No one had given them a second thought—just like they hadn’t worried about koala or boa constrictor infestations. But there was something about space that drew them—something that allowed them to flourish here. It didn’t matter how many times the maintenance crew fumigated a ship, the spiders would be back in force within just a few months. It was a mystery, but one which by now pretty much everyone accepted.

      Jeff was glad of the company, although he didn’t consciously admit this to himself. Most of the spiders were small, many were microscopic, but Toni was a rarity—a banded garden spider—large enough to have some personality and objectively beautiful with her brown and green zebra-like stripes running horizontally over her voluptuous abdomen.

      During his last winter phase, Jeff had noticed that a couple of the strands of Toni’s web had become unmoored, and the upper left section had been left waving in the low gravity. Such disrepair wasn’t like Toni at all, who was never derelict about such things, and he expected to see the web once more in good repair. As he drew near he reached a hand out to grab a handle and slow himself down. Then he glanced at the web. The upper left section was still waving. He scowled in concern and moved in closer to the web, careful to stop himself before he plowed into it.

      Toni was there, but instead of perching with her legs splayed out, confidently astride her silk, she was curled into a ball, held captive by her own web, as if she were prey. Her legs, once noble and slender, were tucked up under her body, the tips of them jutting out at odd angles, motionless and diminished.

      Jeff’s mouth was a grim line as he reached out a tentative finger and poked at her. She did not move. She was gone.

      A pang of grief stabbed at his chest. Despite how expertly he had suppressed his emotions over the past several years, he still felt the sting of it. It seemed to him that the right thing to do was to simply be with her, as if sitting shiva. He stared at the husk of her and felt the prick of an emptiness that, had he allowed it, would have overwhelmed him much of the time.

      His thoughts turned to Catskill. Normally, he was on guard against this. But Toni’s death prised open a well-guarded door in his memory. He saw himself, as if at a distance, commanding his men. His friend Danny had been his second. They’d known each other since boot camp. They’d had a friendly rivalry since the day they’d met. And when Jeff had been tapped for command ahead of him, Danny had celebrated his promotion without a hint of wounded pride. He’d been a true friend until a hail of blaster fire had filled him with holes…until that day when every single crewmember under his command had been leveled, and Jeff had escaped only by being knocked unconscious and left for dead.

      It was this that had led him to seek the solitude of deep space. There was no one to let down out here. There was no one to be responsible for. There was no one who might die should he go left when he should have gone right.

      Jeff was so lost in his memories and grief that he didn’t notice that his breath had turned frosty, or that his nose had begun to run, or that the blanket he pulled around himself was woefully inadequate. The air was growing warm again when an alarm sounded. It was a quiet alarm, but he heard the dissonant electronic tones as if they were blaring. He leaped up so fast he hit his head on the opposite side of the cabin before he could slow himself down. He cursed his carelessness, but with the help of the handles, found traction again and maneuvered to the shielded display. He tapped on the screen and found the source of it—proximity alert.

      Jeff’s heart jolted to twice its normal rate as he swung toward the telescope. He fixed his eye to the viewer and swept the sky for evidence of incoming Prox. The asteroid was still rotated away from the planet, so he couldn’t see anything just yet. Did they see me? he wondered. Have they detected my energy signature? I’ve been careful, and the tech crew was meticulous, he reminded himself.

      “Shit,” he said aloud and slapped himself in the forehead. “I should have seen this.” The asteroid was rich in various metals, but especially iron. Instantly, somehow, he knew. They hadn’t seen him. They saw the asteroid. And it looked tasty. He was just a cherry riding on an irresistible sundae headed straight for the Prox’s gaping mandibles.

      “Dead meat,” he said, because that’s what he was. They were on their way toward the asteroid, and once they found it, they would inevitably find him. And eat him.

      “Shit shit shit shit shit…” he repeated as he threw himself across the cabin toward the pilot’s console. He snatched at an overhead handle and neatly swung into the command chair. If he hadn’t been panicking he would have congratulated himself on such a gymnastic move, but all such thoughts were pushed well out of mind. His body automatically went through all the motions of his pre-flight checklist, while his mind raced through multiple aspects of his situation at once.

      I can’t outrun the fuckers, he thought. Not in a scout. There’s no way I can maintain the steady quantum field needed to go superluminal if I’m doing evasive maneuvers. Colony feed said the Prox were doing 1800K, but I can’t do more than that under standard propulsion… A monad of thought wondering at the impossibility of such a thing flitted into his consciousness, then out again. Despite the cold, he began to sweat as his thoughts flailed, looking for an out.

      “Gravity assist,” he said out loud. It was a long shot, but it was the only one he had.

      He fired up his control panel, blinking as the lights flared on, the cabin filling with the humming of multiple systems stirring from sleep. He released and retracted the landing claws, leaving the scout floating free and beginning to drift from the surface of the asteroid.

      His vision sparkled as his neural initialized, filling his field of view with diagnostics and informational displays. He used to take them for granted, but after living without them for so many months, they now felt like magic. He pulled up a virtual model of the system and asked the computer for a course that would give him maximum velocity in the shortest amount of time. Only one possibility resulted in survivable g-forces. He set his head firmly against the headrest and punched the engines for everything they had. The acceleration distorted his face as the scout’s engine kicked away from the asteroid with explosive force. Jeff eased back as soon as he was clear, since he still had to be slow enough to maneuver.

      He had the advantage of surprise, and he was determined to make the most of it. He could use the gravity of the asteroid—and at first that was his intention. But it would be far less help than the much denser planet beneath him. Surprise was surprise, and it wouldn’t last long. He adjusted course and gunned it for the planet.

      His slingshot course would use the massive gravity well of the planet to exponentially increase his velocity. By the time he reached the planet he could be doing nearly 700 kps. One orbit around the planet and he should be shooting off and away at nearly 20,000 kph, if he was lucky and the scout didn’t shake apart.

      Full sensors were up now, and information began pouring in simultaneously on his neural as well as the view pads in front of him. He did a sweep and found that the Prox that had been headed toward the asteroid had stopped and turned. Literally thousands, no, hundreds of thousands of Prox dismantling the colony and the other ships in orbit had also paused, as if momentarily frozen in time. Probably awaiting orders, Jeff thought. A moment later, they started moving—fast.

      Jeff ran some intercept calculations—he’d have to dodge several of the Prox on the other side of the planet, and at his speed his maneuverability would be severely compromised. He fired up his defensive battery and prepped the particle cannons. If he couldn’t go around them he would damn well blast through them. And there were a lot of them.

      It doesn’t matter, he told himself, his inner voice unreasonably calm and encouraging. You’ll make it or you won’t. It’s your best shot so go full out and fuck ’em ’til they take you down.

      He hit the 700K burst just at the apex of the gravity well. Within seconds he was going upwards of 12,000K and gaining every second. The burst was just icing on the cake.

      He made sure his neural was interfacing properly with the weapons system, and, satisfied that it was, he released all the safeties, primed the particle cannons and tuned them to maximum force. Gripping the edges of his console, he closed his eyes and transferred his view to the outside visual array.

      The ship was shuddering now under the gravitational grip of New Manila. It was literally being torn in two by tidal forces, twisting between the twin prongs of velocity and gravity. Jeff’s mouth opened in a silent scream and his cheeks vibrated from the bodily drag. Jeff could feel his brain pressed painfully against the back of his skull. His speed was 18,000K as the ship began to emerge from the gravity well, hurled like an 80-ton stone from a sling toward the motionless stars.

      The Prox were swarming him now. He was leaving thousands behind him in the dust, but those ahead of him were forming a gauntlet to block his escape. Flicking his eyes upward and to the left, he checked the power level on the weapons system and estimated he had about sixty particle blasts, more or less. He held off until he could see the articulated legs of the Prox directly ahead. Mere seconds from colliding with them, he lit them up with the particle cannon and saw their armored bodies explode outward in every direction. He felt the bump and scrape of their scattered parts bouncing off of his shields as their ship dove directly into his beams.

      He pumped away at the cannon until he had cleared nine successive waves of Prox bodies, then a tenth. As he cleared the detritus of this final wave, he emerged into a clear field of stars. A sensor reminded him of the planet’s moon dead ahead, and for a split second he deliberated. Just head out into space and hope that it’s enough? he wondered, Or slingshot off the moon as well?

      The moon as well, he decided. He plotted a second slingshot course, modulating his approach angle so that he’d be slung in the general direction of Sol, and of course, Earth.

      He stopped noticing the shaking, until a panel rattled loose from the ceiling and gashed the side of his head. Blood streamed from his temple, and he wiped at it impatiently, trying to keep it out of his eyes. But mixed with the sweat, the blood seeped into his left eye despite his efforts. He squeezed that eye shut, and using a combination of neural and pad controls, braced himself for an acceleration that should exceed 32,000 kps. The ship’s shaking became a shuddering again as the gravity began to tear at it. Jeff checked the proximity sensors and was relieved to see that the Prox were still a ways off. He was going to make it.

      Hope and elation coursed through him as he prepared for the acceleration. He gripped the console again.

      Just then an alarm began sounding. The notification in his neural identified the problem—maneuvering thrusters failure. He watched in horror as his escape trajectory faded and he saw the scout’s icon circle the moon again and again and again, trapped now in a very fast orbit. Checking the proximity sensor, he saw the Prox closing in fast. He did a quick diagnostic on the maneuvering thrusters and felt his stomach sink into his boots as he saw the entire starboard array missing.

      Is there any point in landing on the moon? His mind raced. Is it rock or metal? Is it made of anything the Prox would find desirable? He could do a mineralogical investigation, but he didn’t have time for that now. The fact that the Prox were not already consuming it gave him hope. He only had to find a place to hide on the blind side of the moon.

      First things first, he told himself. Using his remaining thrusters, he did the one thing they would permit—flip over. He entered his intentions into the neural and let it make the calculations. Then he just held on as the flight action played itself out. He felt the quick jerk of the thrusters, too quick for vertigo, then felt the ship punch forward as the stern thruster array lit up for one more all-out burn. He watched his speed plummet until it was within safety range for a landing—but only just.

      Landing with only port thrusters was going to be a challenge. Not impossible, but deep in a crevasse of his brain that he actively suppressed, he knew that it was very, very unlikely. With one eye on his altitude, he searched frantically for a place to hide. His hopes leaped as he saw a canyon about 2,000 kilometers dead ahead. He entered the coordinates as his destination, and the scout spun as he tried to even out its landing.

      Descending now, Jeff’s eyebrows bunched in confusion as he saw the lunar landscape. It was red. He shook his head and, adjusting the outboard sensor array with his neural, he looked again. It was as if he were looking at Earth’s moon through a crimson filter. Must be damage to the sensor array from the shaking, he thought. Somehow the green and blue rods must have gotten fried, and he was only receiving input from the red rods. That must be it, he thought.

      As the ground got closer, Jeff saw that it wasn’t just the rocks he was seeing, but some kind of crystalline structure covering every surface. It sparkled in the starlight as the scout hurled past it, but before Jeff could question what it was he was seeing, metal collided with rock and the scout began to tumble end over end. Everything went black as Jeff felt himself spinning in the night for what seemed an eternity. Then with a final screech of tearing metal, the ship lurched to a stop.

      Jeff’s pinprick of consciousness was snuffed out in the vacuum.
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