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  Intro



What follows is a collection of episodes from a possible future, chronicling the fate of a world inhabited by our descendants—those who left behind persecution in search of Eden. Across time and space, this branch of humanity carves out a home among the stars. Faces new villains and old, their lives pose the questions: What if our salvation lies in our strength rather than their mercy? And what, then, is the purpose of that strength? 








  
  
  Ato’s Friend

  
  




Something was wrong. Absolutely wrong. Like the uncanny valley between the natural tones of a human voice and that of an artificial voice. It was indescribable, immeasurable, but undeniable. He began an unconscious mental checklist, peering through the optical system. The wind blew to the southeast; it swayed every branch and blade of grass as the wind blew. The colors all matched. He had hunted across a score of worlds, and although he hadn’t hunted this one in decades, its colors made a strange, familiar sense. Flora was this, and fauna was that. The details did not matter so far as the details fit together. Movement, as it was the universe over, dominated the senses of this terrestrial hunter. He was that hunter. His eyes keyed, ready to spot any movement out of sync from the environment. Despite seeing nothing, the wrongness continued to percolate into his subconscious like an ever-increasing noise. He closed his strained eyes.

Breathe.

He could hear the cool rumble of Chief Speller’s voice echo through his mind, decades removed.

Orion, breathe.

Ato opened his eyes, and suddenly he could see his friend.




“Don your armor, Orions!!” shouted Commander Perry twenty-five years before. His friend smiled wildly. Always wild, he remembered.

Immediately, an entire division of Orions tore through their gear. The calls of Orions echoed in the hangar bay. Chief Speller stood still as the Orions about him geared up. Nearby, Ato and his friend finished first. His friend’s smile grew as he tapped Ato on his chest plate, moving toward Chief Speller.

“Old man,” he called out.

“What boy?” answered the chief, barely turning his way.

“Come on now,” shouted Ato as he circled behind the Chief.

The chief shrugged. “Eh . . .?”

“Chief, get armored up,” demanded Ato’s friend.

“. . . Naw.”

“Get dressed, chief,” said Ato, smiling now.

“Who the fuck are you, boy?” yelled Chief Speller. Ato reeled back, seeing Chief eyeing his foot placement.

Ato laughed. “The motherfucker telling you to get armored up.”

“Get your boy,” said Chief, looking over at Ato’s friend.

Chief Speller was much larger than the two of them, but Ato’s friend squared up with him, daring the older Orion to act. “Get dressed.”

“Make me, boy,” said Chief cooly.

With that, Ato leapt. He barely had a foot off the ground when Chief Speller somehow moved inside his outstretched hand and caught the younger man with a deep elbow to his ribs. To the crowd of Orions he would have seemed like an utter fool plowing into his friend. Ato’s friend was able to pivot, right his comrade, and make his own lunge at Chief Speller. His was equally disastrous.

Chief had won the first exchange. As he had done a dozen times over and would do again and again. None were more deadly than an Orion Team Chief, but eventually, Orions working together could overwhelm even the deadliest adversary.




Ato’s friend lay deadly still in his firing position, exactly where Ato would have positioned himself after considering the target’s location and the surrounding terrain. His rough outline popped into being like it had been highlighted for him, but only if the slender, reptilian Slee people knew exactly where to look would they find him. Very little foliage moved around the shooter, and the gentle wind blew his scent harmlessly away. His thermals matched the background, and nothing leaked out in the electromagnetic spectrum. Neither the rising nor setting sun would have given any advantage to the enemy from that position.

Ato watched him for a few more moments. His presence confirmed it. Here on this alien world, he’d have to kill a fellow Orion. His scope steadied on the silhouette, and his finger inched slowly toward the trigger. But despite the move, Ato was no closer to pulling the trigger than when he first set off for this world.

When they reached out to him, he’d been called by a name that few people knew by a man whose title existed to even fewer. As soon as the man had confirmed his credentials and explained the situation, Ato began packing. He didn’t need a formal request, no reward. He would have done it without any explanation at all. That his friend was in trouble had been enough. A decade ago, their roles had been reversed, and Ato’s friend didn’t hesitate. They owed each other that much; Orions owed each other that much.

When he departed from the suborbital transfer into the stellar port on this muggy world he was immediately surprised. He’d accessed tons of footage and intel but seeing the odd aliens in person stroked his memories of this world. He kept his head down as he walked through the busy junctions with his League escort, worried that one of the creatures would somehow recognize him. He kept his hands in his pockets, feeling as though they would somehow know how much of their blood was on them. Of course, he knew how impossible that was. The last time he stepped foot on this world he was in League combat armor, and few of the aliens that he’d interacted with in those days were left alive.

His escort had taken him to the ambassador of this world. Ato scarcely remembered the short woman who had accompanied him across three days’ travel. He plowed through the expedited customs bureaucracy before he was presented to his benefactors, led by a man who was the epitome of a colonizer stereotype. Out of shape, entitled, and totally blinded by his own words.

The ambassador dealt with Ato with meaningless platitudes and kept him at arm’s length. He grossly misjudged his authority over Ato, something Ato permitted despite the ambassador’s short tongue with the Orion. The security men who had more accurately surmised Ato’s physical potential grimaced subtly at their charge’s gallant behavior. The ambassador met Ato’s eyes once when they shook hands and never again, but during the entire briefing, Ato only turned away to review the local files not made available during his transit. Many in the League served humanity well; others were corporate leeches, more obstacles than assets. This man was the latter, and Ato hated him for it.

Ato kept those thoughts to himself and did not reveal them. He fixed an impassive expression and wore it like his Orion helmet through the exchange. The ambassador explained that Ato’s friend had embarked on a violent string of attacks whose purpose seemed to be to destabilize the ruling elite, describing the aftermath in gruesome detail. Even the news that Ato’s friend had married and had children didn’t crack the facade. A boy and a girl on a farmstead near a provincial capital city. His wife, a woman of Axom, working to integrate human technologies into this alien society.

“As with any social evolution,” the ambassador had explained, with unpracticed snobbery, “there will be perfectly predictable backlash.” He added that he’d warned the couple against living outside the League settlements and their security. But the family didn’t listen. And this result was the obvious outcome of ignoring his warnings he continued.

In that moment, Ato’s mask melted. He looked up from the photos of what the Slee reactionaries had done to this family, a family he could now never meet, and placed a hand on the ambassador’s pudgy shoulder. He squeezed just tight enough for the man to appreciate his strength and rebuked him in a quick, soft tone. “Rethink your next words.” Seconds later, he was dismissed from the meeting as rapidly as the ambassador paled when he met the Orion’s cruel eyes.

A month later, here he was. Finger poised to send a projectile tearing through his friend’s skull. But he wouldn’t do it, not yet. Too many unknowns remained. Despite the ambassador’s opinion, he was not an attack dog. He would be the only one to judge his friend and determine if he was beyond redemption. This required more facts than what he could so far determine alongside the trail of destruction his friend had wrought.

Ato moved his finger to the target illuminator and toggled the beam. Across the distance, the light from his rifle danced across the target. Any shooter worth his salt would have a countermeasure alert and it would be going haywire now, telling his friend that someone had him in their sights. However, Ato did not hold the beam. He repeated the pattern that only Orion knew. It would be obvious to his friend—an Orion had him cold. A heartbeat stretched by before anything happened. Then, four small explosives went off, throwing dust into the air. The debris immediately obscured Ato’s line of sight, and he smiled as the slight pressure wave washed over him.

A perfect escape, thought Ato.

He stood, folding up his rifle. Maybe he could have gotten lucky and caught his friend but he chose to embrace the chase. A new feeling washed over Ato. An intrigue that hardened back to his younger days. It was like a side of him had slept for decades, and now it awoke. His senses seemed to heighten, and his muscles relaxed. Like a man coming home from a foreign world to speak his native tongue for the first time in years. He had returned to hunt.








  
  
  Diplomats

  
  







Maxis nodded when required and smiled on cue. He sat in this meeting, and he served his role, forever searching the faces of the League representatives. It was strange thinking of them that way. Not as colleagues or partners despite mutually beneficial cooperation. Certainly not comrades, even after public declarations of friendship. They were representatives of a foreign entity, and it always made his skin crawl.

To Maxis and every other citizen of Axom, his world was as much a League nation as Earth, Mars, Aphrodite, and Eden, yet in all matters, Maxis and most of Axom felt like outsiders when dealing with the League. Like being host to foreigners who know the language but think in their own tongue, who know your holidays but have their own. But like the strangeness of an optical illusion, the feeling was easily explained.

Only after the discovery of extraterrestrial intelligence and the menacing Phoenicians did humanity stop fighting itself. Only after Axom’s navies threatened Eden with siege and circled the gates of Aphrodite did Earth force an end to the last human war. That war had cost humanity billions of souls. Earth’s suit for peace carried in it an ultimatum that they would join forces against Axom, but they wrapped that guarantee in concession to Axom’s independence. That peace started only sixty-three years ago. Axom now stood as an equal to Mars and Earth in humanity’s first species-wide government.

The representatives were wary. They would ask more of Axom’s shipyards. They would ask more of Axom’s smelters and warriors. And with every ask, Axom’s position grew more favorable, cleaving deeper and deeper into the other worlds of the League. Many chafed at Axom’s new title as indispensable. Their worlds were just now recovering from the greatest conflict man had ever known. They worried at Axom’s strength, yet they needed it. Like the ancient American-led hegemony needed the cheap factories of China even as they grew wary of its rise.

The grandfathers of the men and women here would have stained this room red until no one was left standing before even so much as considering shaking hands, save for the assembly’s Earth-born members. Maxis could rattle off a dozen massacres, a dozen battles that he knew men like these had died and killed on. And those names echoed through his mind as he sat across the table from his now supposed partners. He could see they shared similar thoughts. They professed to be League members committed to the advancement, expansion, and protection of humanity. They professed to be Axom’s compatriots, but Maxis saw the old-world colonizers, here to discuss what all colonizers covet. Money. Unlike many of the stereotypes he grew up hearing about these people, he knew this one was true. Money moved them. Like a dog catching a whiff of a bitch in heat, if money was to be made, the colonizers sought it out with unbridled enthusiasm. Similarly, when money was to be lost, it froze them in their boots.

He could see why Axom prevailed.

“. . . $2 billion per cruiser is a large sum,” the lead League representative continued, closing out an outburst of false shock. He was a tall man from Earth, likely the American South. He had asked Maxis to call him Lee some time ago. Somehow, that name had stuck out to Maxis, who seldom committed their names to memory.

“Lee . . . of course it is. These cruisers are simply the greatest war machines of their size humanity has ever made. They are not cheap, “ chided Luscious Kelly with a slight shake of his head. Luscious was the deputy ambassador to the League on military affairs. A son of Axom. Reporting only to the Axom League representative, he was the authority in this room. Maxis enjoyed working for the man. He had accompanied the ambassador when he had been briefed on the Orion yard’s operating capacity and what he was authorized to accept. $2 billion was far from his lower limit.

“There is cheap and—”

“There’s quality. Review the specifics. If there is something you’d like removed to save some pennies, let my staff know. Now, to my reports.” He dismissed the topic with a wave of his hand and a scolding tone. With a nod to Maxis, he stood on cue, ignoring Lee’s stifled protest at the interruption.

Maxis walked around the room, beginning the presentation with his PAD. “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, I am Commander Maxis Ashton, deputy military advisor to the ambassador. This brief is a portion of the brief provided to the League security committee regarding our progress with Operation: Suburbia.” Maxis spoke smoothly and paced himself as he scanned the room for understanding.




Operation: Suburbia




First contact was like the scientists had expected. At first, we only picked up electromagnetic signals. Impossible to understand, but just as impossible to ignore. We deliberated. Then we sent back a message of our own. Then we heard another. And another. To our simultaneous horror and elation, humanity realized the stars were full of neighbors. Some young, some old. Dozens of sentient species. But the far-flung pen pal relationship would take a back seat when we met our first galactic threat. In the midst of the greatest war humanity had ever known, humanity became aware of a malevolent extraterrestrial race. The Phoenicians scared humanity badly enough that it assembled itself, for the first time, under a single flag and aligned its efforts to its defense. Like the development of nuclear weapons had calmed global appetite for total war, the Phoenicians chilled our heated hearts. Occupying a territory fifty times as large as the League-controlled systems while hosting a population ten times as populous, the Phoenicians were the undisputed superpower in this area of the galaxy. In the shadow of this threat, a strategy was born. The League would take hundreds of years to equate the Phoenician empire alone. This was too long a period to leave to chance. Too long to stand in the shadow, awaiting some mishap or misunderstanding to propel humanity into a conflict it could not lose.

Star-faring sentient life was somewhat rare but for every one, there were no less than five other sentient races in their infancy. Initially, these were ignored, save for purely scientific study. But, after the Chow allied with the League as the first nonhuman species and initiated a period of economic growth unparalleled in human history, these infant species seemed more appealing. Humanity opened its armature to be less picky with its allies. The Exulay were the first infant species to be invited. Immediately, they added six billion stomachs and the resources of a solar system to the League economy. After two years, their scholars were contributing to biotechnology and their artisans to human culture and art. Soon, there were six nonhuman League members contributing to the strength, expansion, and advancement of the League.




However, the League’s rules for membership were very thorough. One rule in particular was that the world in question could not be at war with itself or others. Surprising to many optimists of the pre-extraterrestrial Era, advanced aliens were more likely to develop through conflict than through peace. So many species were ignored due to their ongoing violent ways. This prompted Operation: Suburbia.

Unbeknownst to the greater public, the League began to deploy forces to warring worlds, urging them to conclude their hostilities quickly so they could be invited to join the League. The Orions headed up the training and deployment of indigenous forces and had considerable success. Arexia would be the first success of this program, and with it, the program would lift its veil of secrecy. Following Arexia, two more worlds were expected to cease open conflict in the next five years, therefore beginning their League membership process.

The projections of the League’s growth and the industrial capacity that it was expected to wield was immense. Further, the League had invested a remarkable force of four campaign fleets in the operation. Even at the peak of the Interstellar War, neither side had enough warships to form two comparable fleets, let alone four. There were dozens of the massive assault Carriers with accompanying fighter wings and embarked landing forces. The cruisers, destroyers, and corvettes numbered in the hundreds.

Due to the added capacity of new allies and advancements in technology, the League expected to have nine fleets by the end of the decade and forty-five by the end of the century, barring no major technological advancements that rendered the fleets obsolete. But this all depended on the Orions. In the forests, deserts, grasslands, caves, wastelands, and cities of whatever creatures God had dreamed up, Orions would practice the art that was their specialty. Through tenacity, aggression, ruthlessness, mercy, guile, and cunning, the Orions would bring peace to worlds ripe with war. They would test their blades on a hundred worlds to build the League into a new galactic superpower, until humanity could no longer be threatened.




Maxis finished his brief with the rotating holoimage of the Orion-Cygnus arm of the galaxy on display. A shaded blue showed the human-populated worlds, and a pulsing green showed the nonhuman League member species. Yellow indicated potential members, and red indicated those extraterrestrials that were currently unqualified to join the League because of war. The yellow and red dots occupied huge swaths of space. Maxis remembered feeling at awe when he was initially briefed on the operation. He could sense those same feelings here. A silence fell over the room.

“Four?” mumbled Lee. It was clear to Maxis that the representative had realized two things. One, much like his previous self, he had no idea how large the League’s navy had grown. And two, how low down on the totem pole he really was for such a secret to be kept from him.

“Four.”

“How much don’t I know, commander?” There was an accusation in his tone.

Maxis met the man’s eyes. “A great deal, sir.”

“Go on.”

“First, we weren’t entirely honest about our course.” The procession immediately searched the room as if the bulkheads and walls would reveal something. Maxis leaned in and pressed a series of keys on the table. The room’s lights dimmed as protective panels began to roll back, revealing the blackness of space outside. Pinpricks of light became visible the more his eyes adjusted.

He smiled at Luscious. “Captain, this is Commander Maxis. Are we in position for the view?” he asked.

“Yes, Commander, standby. Always beautiful to see for the first time.” Captain Tahelm responded over the room’s speakers. A slight rumbling coursed through his feet as the LCS Taylor fired her maneuvering thrusters. Slowly, the stars began to shift. New ones came into view before the first asteroids became visible. Tumbling rocks of steel gray, browns, and ice white.

In between this congregation of natural rocks were the shiny structures of man. Lee and two others stood abruptly.

“My God,” someone yelped, like the words needed to escape a mind gone nova. In front of the observation lounge was a vista of seventeen gleaming space yards. Inside their ribbed docks were warships in varying stages of construction. Flying between the structures were swarms of shuttles carrying engineers and equipment between the stations and the jewel among them all. Welding arcs pinpricked the Vista with flashes of light. The central station, Ogun Station, sparkled among them. Three kilometers along its axis, and habitation rings two kilometers in diameter. Ogun was not the biggest station ever built, but she was among the largest ever constructed in secret.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the Ogun Shipyard,” announced Maxis.

He had to admit it still had yet to fully dawn on him what these yards meant for Axom and the League. The figures projecting future output and what that would truly look like were still divorced in his mind. Even after spending a year in the initial planning team and another four in the small circle with “need to know” beyond those directly employed here. His eyes played across the seventeen hulls under construction, though Maxis knew Ogun station had begun assembly work for another thirty. In two years, the last of those thirty would be completing trials. Practically a blink of the eye on this scale. This project was shifting the bottleneck. Soon, crews would be the limiting factor, but advances in robotics were rapidly reducing that strain.

Maxis focused on the slowly rotating station. Even with its mass, the staff and crew numbered just under six thousand. The bulk of the space on Ogun Station was devoted to the specialized construction bays and printers for components before they were assembled. Power conduits and junctions, weapons mounts and lasers, reactors and armor plates all came into being in the huge bays.

A freighter came into view. Almost blundering in its mass. Six containers preceded the massive engines as they burned bright, decelerating from transport speeds to dock with the station and empty its massive payload of metals, ice, and ceramics. Maxis turned to watch the procession and varying stages of shock still registered. Seeing the shipyards inspired awe and pride. For them, what humanity was capable of just took a few paces forward. Humanity may be subject to destruction by the Phoenicians now, but man would not exist at their mercy forever. For humanity, this shipyard was hope.

In a few, Maxis saw something else. Axom was still the enemy. Peace and progress would not obscure their belief that Axom was wrong. To them, Axom had cheated, and humanity would fail in every endeavor until Axom and its people were properly restored to their rightful place at the bottom. In their eyes, he saw dread turn quickly into anger.
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