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      Greeta had sent the others down to Flanterian over an hour ago. Since then, she’d remained in the stark white room while Yiold rummaged through boxes filled with tools and parts. “Are you even doing anything?”

      Yiold looked up. It took a second for their glazed eyes to focus. “What are you saying, Greets?”

      “Don’t call me …” Greeta breathed in through her nose and let it go with a long and hard sigh. “I said, are you doing anything?”

      Yiold lifted the device, the small disc—about the size of a dinner plate with wires and switches welded to it—like it explained everything.

      Greeta shrugged, and Yiold shrugged back.

      Her teeth clenched so tightly it hurt, Greeta turned her back so she didn’t shoot the dumb scientist in the face. She’d trusted them. It was now too late to change her mind. If she could make the same choice again, she’d have joined her friends rather than watched them through the camera. Watched as she directed them to the flashing booth. Watched as Sparks and the others evicted those already inside so they could follow her direction. She’d only lost sight of them when she locked the doors and ejected them from the ship. Since that moment, she’d carried a dead weight in her chest. She drew another deep breath, but it brought her no comfort. Were she in their shoes, she’d have felt betrayed. But she’d survive and get back to them. She’d explain her actions, and they’d see her side of things. They’d forgive her. That is … “If we don’t stay here for this entire war, hiding like fucking cowards.”

      “Huh?” Yiold, up to their elbows in junk, lifted their head.

      “Nothing.” Greeta waved her hand through the air. “Just hurry up.” She crossed to the room’s only window. She trod a cautious path, the floor littered with junk. Lumps of steel. Tools. They formed a solid, if uneven ground. But many of the small triggers and switches cracked beneath her weight. Yiold hadn’t yet selected them, so hopefully they didn’t need them now.

      Greeta leaned so close to the window she knocked her helmet against the glass. The small viewing port had rounded corners, stood about thirty centimetres tall, and stretched about fifteen wide. But they were so high up it showed her all of Flanterian. The place bore little resemblance to the once thriving city. The once equal and functioning society with happy citizens and zero inequality. A society that had no place for greed. Now, every building—save the palace beneath its force field dome—stood as a shell of its former self. Many had lost their roofs. Had lost half their walls, ripped wide to reveal a cross section of their structure. Rebar clogged with concrete protruded from them like upturned roots. And those were the buildings that survived. Many were now little more than piles of rubble.

      Armies clogged the streets like a plague. Drop pods lay discarded like the shells of armoured eggs that had birthed this hellish brood. Tanks rolled through debris-strewn streets. Walkers swayed with their long strides. Speeders zipped around the larger vehicles and cut down alleys. They’d laid out fixed cannons in a ring encircling the palace. They’d done all they could to make sure nothing got through. And she’d chosen to hide in the ship, far away from the action. Of course Sparks and the others would see her as a coward.

      Greeta gasped. She glanced at Yiold, who remained buried in a box of wires, their head down. She laid her hand on her chest, but it did little to still her hammering heart. Her friends and their army stood on the other side of the desert. Mechs, ships, speeders. Gloyners and hadounds. A fighting force, but compared to what occupied their city, they were but a few. Outnumbered, outgunned, and from her current vantage point, outmanoeuvred. If they crossed the desert before the army emerged, they’d have to fight them in the streets. They’d get surrounded and slaughtered in seconds. And if any ships tried to fly close to the palace, the cannons would shoot them from the sky. But what else could they do? Wait for the army to come to them? Even if they’d had a way out, they wouldn’t take it. And were she with them, she wouldn’t give up either.

      But to win this war, they’d have to dig deep. Have to draw on their passion for their home world. From their rage at what the Ringdell Group had done to them. And even when driven by that righteous fuel, they’d have to pray for a miracle. Her friends were about to enter a war with impossible odds while she could do nothing but watch on. Watch and wait for Yiold to finish. However, if Yiold was to be believed, she had an important part to play. But did she only believe it because it kept her safe?

      “Oh fuck!”

      “What?” Yiold looked up again. Their bug eyes widened. “What is it?”

      But her words abandoned her. A stretch of open desert had separated her friends from the city. Some space to cross. Some time to formulate a plan. Until now. An entire army appeared before them as if from thin air. “Cloaking tech.”

      “What?”

      “Cloaking tech, Yiold.” She pointed at the window, her finger bending against the glass. “There’s an army down there. Right in front of my friends. I should be with them.”

      “Yet here you are.”

      “You think I don’t know that? I’m waiting for you, you prick. How much longer before we can do something?”

      Yiold had welded another part to the circuit breaker. Shaped like a massive pill, it comprised two plates, the wires and triggers stuffed inside like too much sandwich filling. They lifted it to eye level and slipped a screwdriver into the gap running around the disc’s edge. “They’re already screwed, you know?”

      “What?” Greeta’s heart kicked. She rocked forwards. “How can you say that?” She held her ground. If she ran across the room to put the scientist cretin on their arse, she’d probably break an ankle. And she’d probably not stop until they were dead. “And how do you know? What do you know?”

      “I know the Ringdell Group.”

      “But you told me to send them down there.”

      “That I did.”

      “Even when you knew they’d lose?”

      Yiold lifted their head, and their eyes widened. They slapped a hand to their mouth. “Oh, shit. No, I’m not talking about your friends.”

      “What?” The room’s light so bright Greeta squinted against its glare. “Then who are you talking about? What are you talking about?”

      “The swarm.”

      “They’re lost?”

      “Yep.”

      “Who are the swarm?”

      “Those hounds we saw when we were coming here. In that room. The ones being enslaved by the Ringdell Group’s spell.”

      “Which felt like two days ago, by the way.”

      “Perfection takes time.” Yiold twisted their screwdriver, the tip of their white tongue poking from the side of their mouth. They turned the steel disc over in their hands. “They take them from their home world. Like they do with so many species they identify as fodder for their cause.”

      “Are we still talking about the swarm?”

      Yiold missed a beat. Cleared their throat. The room’s bright light glistened off their watering eyes. Their voice faded. Were it not for the large room’s acoustics, their reply would never have reached Greeta. “Yes. They took them because they’re passive. That makes them much easier to influence.”

      “Enslave.”

      Yiold winced at the word, but accepted it with a nod. “Enslave. Enchant. And they breed like maggots on a corpse.”

      “Which is handy when you want to use them as cannon fodder.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Why are you talking about them now?”

      “I saw your face when we walked through there. Much like when you sent your friends down to Flanterian. You wanted to do something different. I get it. But they were already under their spell. They were already lost.”

      “So I can’t do anything about my friends either?”

      “We have a different path to follow.”

      “If you ever pull your finger out of your arse and hurry up.”

      Yiold held up their index finger.

      “It’s a turn of phrase.” Greeta swiped at the air like she could erase the comment.

      “The Ringdell Group are an evil organisation.”

      “And my friends are dead if we don’t get a move on. Anything else to add, Captain Obvious?”

      “They have no remorse.” Yiold winced again. “They thrive on the pain they inflict.”

      “What happened?”

      “When?”

      “To you?”

      Yiold stopped what they were doing. Still clinging to the disc like it kept them afloat, their chest rose with their inhale and sank again with their sigh. “We’re from a place called Oomit. Ever heard of it?”

      “No.”

      “Not many beings have.”

      Their grief-stricken features momentarily yielded to their broad smile. “It’s wonderful. Utopian. We have it all worked out.” They sighed again. “Or so I’m told.”

      “You’ve never seen it?”

      “My species starts life as pods from which we hatch. That’s when the Ringdell Group took me and many more like me. They brought us here.”

      “You’ve been on this ship your entire life?”

      “Hatched here. Raised here. Tested here.”

      “Tested?”

      Yiold knocked against the side of their head. “We have larger brains than most.”

      “I can’t say I’ve noticed.”

      “Very funny. They took us because of these brains. But not all of us develop to be smart. Maybe ten percent.”

      Greeta bounced on her toes. She looked at her hairy wrist in the absence of a watch. “So where are all the others?”

      Yiold’s features quivered. “As far as I know, I’m the only one left.”

      “How many did they take?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “Where did they keep the others?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “You’ve never met them?”

      “That’s why I’m like this.”

      “Like what?”

      Yiold gestured at their own body. “Genderless.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We’re all born genderless. But we’re a social species. As we mature, we grow into either a male or female. Based on those around us, we transition to ensure a near fifty-fifty balance for our species.”

      “Smart.”

      “Genetics.”

      “But because you’ve not been around any like you …”

      “Exactly.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Yiold threw a loose shrug through their slim shoulders. “Me too.”

      “Yet, despite everything that’s happened to you, you’re still a pacifist?”

      “You can bring a regime to its knees without shedding blood.”

      “I disagree.”

      Yiold shrugged again.

      “So why are you telling me all this?”

      “Because I want you to understand I want to destroy the Ringdell Group as much as anyone. That I’m on your side.”

      “I’ve already said I trust you.”

      “But you don’t yet believe me.”

      “I’m getting there. It’s just … I feel so helpless up here. And we’re moving so slowly.”

      Yiold’s eyes narrowed.

      “Look”—Greeta nodded, as much for herself as for Yiold—“I believe you, okay? I know you’re doing the best you can. But can you do it quicker?”

      Yiold slipped the disc beneath one arm, clapped once, held their hands together, and bowed. “I’m nearly done with the circuit breaker.”

      “Amazing.”

      “If I can get it together in time, the Ringdell Group are screwed.”

      “And you’re nearly done, right?”

      “We need another part that’s not in this lab.”

      “We have to go somewhere else?”

      “I’m sorry, Greets.”

      She gritted her teeth. “How long do we have left until they fully drain the mine?”

      “They’ll be on their penultimate hour-long cycle now.”

      “So under two hours?”

      “Yep.”

      “And how long will it take for us to find that part?”

      Yiold winced. “Hopefully under two hours.”
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      Reyes sighed. “And there was me thinking we had a clear run to the city.” They’d frozen as if mirroring the desert army. Reyes and her line of mechs, General Lorgantic and his army of gloyners and hadounds, Sparks’ fleet of fighters, and Faz Went and his scout bikes. Although they mirrored the desert army in their actions, they could only dream of reflecting their might. Were they to measure their presence pound for pound, they were weaker in every way. Squirming inside her massive power suit, Reyes swallowed a dry gulp. She blinked against the stinging sweat running into her eyes. Mechs gave off a callous calm that rarely reflected the pilot inside.

      “So what do we do?” Sparks hung back at the head of her fleet, Shalk beside her.

      “This is Lorgantic’s army.”

      “But you have more military training.”

      Reyes clenched her jaw. Held onto her reply. His army. His planet. His soldiers. If for no other reason than respect, he had to be the one to make the first call.

      Sparks tutted. “Ignore me, then. Lorgantic?” She whistled, the pitch snapping Reyes’ shoulders to her neck, her mech mirroring her action. “Hey, big man, what should we do?”

      “Give him a minute, yeah?”

      “We might not have a minute.”

      “Chaos will come, Sparks. Don’t worry about that. But before someone makes the first strike, we have time. More than you think. Dad would often say battles are lost or won based on the decisions made in these moments. It’s all about who can keep the clearest head. So lay off, yeah?” What would she do in Lorgantic’s situation? Lead what remained of his civilisation into a battle they couldn’t win? Even if they got through the massively overpowered army ahead of them, what of the ships in the sky? Of the unrelenting drop pods fired down from the chrome doughnut like comets. Only moments before, there had been a mile of open desert between them and the ruined city. Tumbleweed had danced across the rocky plains. Now they had just metres between them and possible eradication.

      “This is based on an initial scan, so it might not be one hundred percent accurate, but I’ll give it to you anyway.” Reyes moved her head from left to right and read the details on her HUD. “I’m counting seventy-three tanks.” Jet-black, the massive pyramidal vehicles stood five point three metres tall and stretched five metres wide at their base. They had flat backs, and their noses met as a sharp tip. They were as comfortable ploughing through an army and turning them to mulch as they were firing their cannons. Of which they had many. Their weapons clung to the vehicles’ steel chassis like passengers on an overcrowded shuttle.

      “Forty-two mechs.” They stood to attention like Reyes and her crew. They outnumbered them by four to one, but they were slightly smaller. About the same height as Lorgantic and some of the taller hadounds. Like the tanks, they were pitch black. As dark as the forgotten corner of an underground cave. As loaded with weapons as the tanks, they had cannons, blasters, and las-blades. Their spiky armour was a chaotic mess of angles and points. They’d been designed to inflict mortal damage even at close range.

      An army of foot soldiers filled the spaces between the vehicles like grains of sand poured into cracks. They plugged the gaps in the impenetrable wall. Each one stood a few feet taller than the average gloyner. “Just over two thousand soldiers.”

      “Twice as many as we have,” Sparks said.

      “Thanks, Captain Obvious.”

      “Fuck off, Faz.”

      “Love you too.”

      The strange soldiers swayed where they stood and glided when they moved. They swung their skinny arms with their long strides. They had bony hooks for hands that were sharp like blades. They wore their hard exoskeletons as an armour and had transparent wings folded behind them like a veiny cape. They were as black as their vehicles. They clung to rifles and wore blank expressions. Cold like a mech. As resilient as the tanks. Unlike the gloyners, they were a well-trained unit. Unlike the gloyners, they had battle experience. Unlike the gloyners, they’d spent their entire lives training for this moment.

      “I’ll say it again; what do you think, Reyes?”

      Lorgantic showed he’d been listening to the chat when he turned around to look at Sparks’ ship.

      Before Reyes could reply, a gloyner broke the near silence. He screeched over the wind, “We’re going to be slaughtered.”

      “Who said that?”

      Reyes scanned too. With so many gloyners, she couldn’t find the culprit. “Dunno.” A ripple of panic spread through the thousand-strong army. A loud noise would send this lot to the wind like a starter’s gun. Some had half-turned as if already considering a retreat.

      “Lorgantic!” Sparks’ voice distorted through the radio. “I’d say time’s up. Be a leader and lead!”

      “I agree with Sparks, General.”

      Another gloyner. Female. Shrill. “We’re done for.”

      Reyes spent her impatience by swaying from side to side. “We’re losing them, Lorgantic.”

      A male joined in. A much deeper voice than the one before. “We’re going to die.” He turned as if to run. The stirrings of desertion imbued the army like an electric charge.

      “We don’t stand a chance.”

      “Reyes, you need to take over.”

      “It’s not my place, Sparks.”

      “It needs to be someone’s place.”

      Reyes drew a deep breath. Scanned the sky, the myriad of ships so dense they damn near blocked the sun.

      While many gloyners turned as if to retreat, many more raised their rifles. Reyes smiled. At least they had some fighters amongst them. Her smile fell. Her shoulders sagged. But did they have enough? And would Lorgantic provide the leadership they needed? Would they listen to her if she jumped in?

      A gloyner close to Reyes grabbed the arm of another on the turn. She kept a hold of her colleague and raised her voice for all to hear. The army stilled. “Where will we go if we run? We win or we die. Retreat now and they’ll shoot us in the back.”

      The gloyner had captured the army’s attention. Now someone needed to capitalise on it. Reyes drew a breath to speak just as Lorgantic set off and shoved his way through the crowd. He cut a path with his lumbering gait, strode out ahead of them, and turned his back on the enemy to face his soldiers. He raised his massive hands, showing his army his vast palms. “Hold your positions.”

      Sparks tutted again. “About fucking time!”

      Reyes’ mech’s sensors might have failed to pick up the cloaked army, but they caught Faz Went and his scout bike crew the second they moved.

      “What’s he doing?” Sparks whistled like she did at home when she wanted Hat’s attention. “Faz?”

      The unit of bikes split in half and came around the army’s flanks. They left Dota behind.

      Keeping his hands raised, Lorgantic glanced to either side before returning his focus to the agitated gloyners. “Hold your positions.”

      “Faz?” Sparks’ ship remained at the front of her fleet beside Shalk’s. She shifted from left to right, clearly desperate to act. “What are you doing?”

      Maybe he’d lost radio contact. Maybe he wanted to keep his plan to himself. Either way, Faz Went hunched over his bike and kept his head down as he overtook the army on one side. He led about ten hovering bikes.

      The already agitated gloyners and hadounds glanced left and right at the passing speeders. The ripples of desertion sat just millimetres from the surface. If the scout bikes were leaving, then what in the universe were they still doing there? They should run too. Lorgantic scowled. He shifted his weight, one foot to the other. His broken tusk rose and fell. He pressed a thick finger into his ear as if it would improve his earpiece’s effectiveness. “Faz, what’s going on?”

      But Faz kept to himself.

      “Faz!”

      “General.”

      Lorgantic lifted his gaze. Fixed Reyes’ mech over the head of the army. He pulled his shoulders back. How dare she cut him off? And when she showed him her mech’s palm, a ripple spread across his face. He hung between rage and resignation. Thankfully, he rocked back. His features softened. He acknowledged her gesture with a slight dip of his head. They needed to trust Faz and keep the radio clear. He’d kept quiet for a reason, even if they didn’t understand his motives.

      A small cluster of about fifteen gloyners had clearly had enough. They broke rank, turned from the enemy, and ran. They screamed and shouted. They pushed their way back through the press of bodies. Many watched them like they might follow. They could be the catalyst for cowardice that could lose them this war before it had started.

      The deserters headed straight for Reyes, and Sparks hissed, “Get them! Show the others what happens to⁠—”

      Reyes brought her foot down in front of them with a thunderclap boom!

      The soldiers jumped and froze. The thud of the slamming contact rolled away from them towards the ruined city. The crack of landing drop pods came back at them like an echo.

      Reyes turned up her loudspeaker’s volume. She leaned over the pack, casting them in shadow. The rocky ground shook with her thunderous boom. “Get back into line, soldiers! The only way out of this war is victory or death. I’d much rather be helping you towards victory.”

      The gloyners didn’t move.

      Reyes’ dad had shown her that sometimes you didn’t have the luxury of getting to know those you commanded. You met them for the first time on the battlefield, and you had to motivate them into action. Sometimes, when you hadn’t learned your soldiers’ personalities, the carrot was useless. A gamble at best. A stick might be an inelegant tool, but if you couldn’t force a being to act with the threat of punishment, then you might as well leave them for dead. “If you don’t get back in line now, soldiers”—she lifted her arm with the flamethrower attachment—“I’ll burn you where you stand.”

      Their faces slack, their eyes wide, the gloyners turned as one and returned to the battle, heading for the front line.

      “Well done, Reyes.” Dartolk leaned forwards like his mech didn’t have perfect vision and digital zoom. Like the action would help him better understand what he’d witnessed. “I must admit, I didn’t expect them to go to the front.”

      “Me either.”

      Faz Went and his scout bike crew continued around either side of their army. “You think they have a plan?”

      “I do.”

      “But they want to keep the radio clear.”

      “I think so.”

      “Oh no!” Dartolk watched the gloyners who’d run to the front. “What are they doing?” The spooked soldiers kept going. Rifles raised, they sprinted past Lorgantic and into the space between the two armies.

      Lorgantic cupped his mouth with his massive hands. “Where are you going?” He spun to the rest of the army, who clearly had no intention of following. He waved after the soldiers like it would help. “Hold your position.”

      But the crew of about fifteen continued their charge, their rifles raised.

      Whomp!

      Sparks snorted a humourless laugh. “Bit late for that, Faz.”

      A blue force field dome, much like the one covering the palace, appeared over the top of their army. Generated by the scout bikes now at the front, and anchored to Dota’s tank at the back, it gave them complete protection. All of them save for the fifteen gloyners.

      “Come back!”

      But the gloyners ignored Lorgantic’s orders. They charged the enemy.

      Faz Went rattled through the radio, “We didn’t want to reveal we had a shield. We don’t know who’s listening. We didn’t want to start this war early.”

      “But we’ve now lost fifteen soldiers.”

      “I’m sorry, General, but they weren’t following orders. We can’t account for that.”

      “Is there anything …” Lorgantic’s massive shoulders slumped.

      The enemy had scout bikes of their own. Fifty-eight, from an initial scan. They appeared from behind the tanks and mechs. They raced forwards to meet the rogue troop of gloyners. Their black bikes glistened like they were coated with slime. They had as many spikes as the rest of the army. They were covered in chains and hooks. Wore it like gothic jewellery. The thick steel links swayed with their momentum. Cannons protruded from the fronts of their vehicles, but from their velocity, they clearly had no intention of using them. Why make it easy for the stupid gloyners?

      Many of the army ahead of Reyes squirmed as the first bike closed in on the lead gloyner. They shifted left and right. Dodged the gloyner’s white plasma blasts. The pilot freed a chain that ended with a meat hook. They swung it with their approach. As they passed the lead gloyner, they launched the spike. It sank deep into their chest with the pop of a cracking sternum that made Reyes’ stomach clench.

      Dragging the gloyner’s corpse behind them, the black creature punched the air with one of its hooked claws and screeched like a boiling loister.

      Three times as many bikes as there were attacking gloyners. The poor fools stood no chance. They took them down on their first pass. The bikes rejoined their army, dragging the gloyner corpses like trophies.

      Reyes let out a long sigh. “Why didn’t they just shoot them? Why be so sadistic?”

      Rattling, Faz Went’s voice lowered. “Because they can.”

      “If I’ve learned anything about the Ringdell Group,” Sparks said, “it’s that they will always choose suffering. Like a death isn’t worthy if they’ve not inflicted as much pain as possible.”

      “In service to the void.”

      “What did you say, Reyes?”

      “The void. But now’s not the time.”

      The two armies resumed their positions. The enemy had struck first. Reduced them by fifteen. Gooseflesh lit up Reyes’ skin. Adrenaline surged through her. She swallowed against the dryness spreading through her mouth and did what the rogue pack of gloyners couldn’t. Did what years of battle had trained her for. Despite her every nerve daring her to act, Faz Went’s force field protected them for now. So she remained still. She hid behind the neutrality of her mech’s cold steel face. And from the glances thrown her way, the lack of emotion comforted those who needed it most. If only she had a solution. They faced impossible odds. Should they take the initiative and attack? And if they didn’t, then what? Stand still and wait to be slaughtered?
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      They’d put in a few contingency plans, the force field being one. If only they’d had the luxury of keeping it in their back pocket for a little longer. Faz rattled and shook his head to himself. But contingency plans were there for a reason. And better to have them than not, even if they ended up using them immediately. As a part of the force field’s perimeter, he paused ahead of the army on one side, Quint on the other. Dota made up the third anchor point at the back. Hold their positions and they’d keep the army safe. For now. “General, would you mind relaying this message, please?”

      Lorgantic grunted.

      “Forgive us for not telling you about our plans with the force field sooner.”

      The general repeated him word for word, his booming delivery ringing out over the gathered army. Every gloyner and hadound stood slack. They divided their time between their general and the army beyond. The blockade in the sky. The drop pods slamming down into the ruined city. And who could blame them? Even the most creative and optimistic mind would struggle to look at their enemy and see anything but death.

      “We have many contingency plans and not enough time to explain them all.”

      He gave Lorgantic time to catch up. “We’re outnumbered and outgunned, but for now, we’re safe. Protected by this shield. No matter what they fire at us, it won’t get through. The plan? We’ll move forwards slowly, bringing the enemy into our protective bubble and taking them down the second they break through. They might outnumber us in the desert, but they don’t outnumber us inside the force field.”

      Maybe desperation drove Lorgantic. He had nothing better, so what else could he do but go with Faz’s plan? Or maybe he trusted him completely. Either way, Lorgantic continued delivering Faz’s message, word for word. Of the thousand soldiers, fewer than half clung to their weapons. What did the other half expect? That they’d somehow find a peaceful resolution to this mess?

      While Lorgantic finished repeating Faz’s instructions, Faz drew a deep breath, his shirt flapping with his rattling exhale. “This is where you all come in. We need you ready. The second the enemy breaks through the force field, we need to attack.” The suddenly visible army remained static in the desert. The massive tanks hovered like Faz’s bike. The mechs stood statue still, as if yet to be activated. The insectoid soldiers twitched and snarled. Their wings chittered as they rubbed together. “Those outside the shield don’t matter.” Even if they looked like something birthed from hell. “We have the means to kill those who enter. We need to be patient. And we need to keep our heads.”

      Some gloyners, the ones with their weapons ready, nodded along with Lorgantic’s words. Good job the massive hadound had followed Faz’s request. They trusted him. Understood he had their best intentions. Much better coming from him than Faz. After all, what did Faz have to offer? Because of him, Gynd and Bordalph were dead.

      “On three, we’re going to move forwards.”

      The general delivered Faz’s slow and clear instructions.

      “Stay focused. Match our gentle pace. And shoot anything that comes into this force field.”

      Leaning over his bike, Faz Went attracted Quint’s attention and raised a long thumb. Quint returned the gesture.

      They set off at the agreed pace. Six miles per hour. Ten minutes to get to the city. Slow enough to be a comfortable march for the foot soldiers, but they still made progress.

      “The fighters, Faz.” Quint pointed into the sky.

      Half of the arrowhead fighters, about one hundred in total, had broken away and were heading towards them. “Shit!” Faz twisted around, Sparks and her fleet above their army. They flew inside the force field and matched their slow progress. “Sparks, you can take them down when they break through the shield, right?”

      “We can, but do you really want fighters raining down on the gloyner army?”

      Lorgantic’s eyes widened as he turned to Faz. Only a select few heard their conversation on the radio. The army didn’t need to imagine being bombarded by a meteor storm of burning ships.

      “But we can’t protect you out there, Sparks.”

      “We can hold our own against that lot. Especially as they’ve had the hubris to only send down half their fleet.”

      Faz shrugged. “Why is that?”

      Scoffing, Sparks half-laughed. “Maybe they think that’s all they need. By the time they realise the error of their ways, it’ll be too late.”

      “What’s that?” A gloyner close to Faz thrust out a long arm and pointed straight ahead.

      “Damn!” Faz fought against his slumping form as a line of massive tanks, each three times the size of what was already there, blinked into existence. They lined up along the back of the enemy’s army. They vanished from sight again, like they’d only become visible because their cloaking tech had momentarily glitched. “Where did they come from?”

      The best view of them all, Sparks groaned. “And what else do they have still cloaked out there? They could get fighters inside this dome, and we’d be none the wiser.”

      Faz’s hand twitched on his throttle. But if he fled now, where would he go? Where would any of them go? The shield had given them all confidence, which the line of new tanks had shattered.

      “Well?”

      Faz turned to Lorgantic. “Well what?”

      “How many more, Faz?” The general kept it vague. The surrounding gloyners and hadounds watched him like nervous children trying to assess the danger based on their parent’s reaction.

      “How many more cloaked units?”

      “Yep?”

      “Honestly, General?”

      “That would be nice.”

      “I don’t know.”

      Sparks flew at the head of her fleet. “We need to get out there.”

      Faz held his long palm up at the sky behind him. “No! Reyes, surely you agree with me?”

      “We’re at war, Faz. And I think the fact we might not be able to see all of our enemies has exposed this force field’s limitations.”

      “You think Sparks should go out and fight them?”

      “You think we have any other choice? With everything else about to enter this dome—those we can see and those we can’t—we’d be mad to let those ships in too.”

      “And we have pirenze.”

      Reyes gasped. “Sparks?”

      “What?”

      “Pirenze? You’re sure?”

      “I’m desperate, Reyes.”

      “But it’s fire.”

      Sparks tutted. “I’m aware. But if we drop it where those cloaked tanks are, the flames will reveal their forms no matter how well hidden. If they’re hiding any more vehicles, we might get lucky and uncover them too?”

      “Okay.” Faz rattled. “Unless anyone objects?” A six-mile-per-hour crawl required little focus. He twisted in his seat. No objection from the others. Lorgantic and his hadounds walked ahead of the gloyner army, who parted to let Reyes and her mechs come to the front. Sparks and her fleet of fighters twitched and shifted in the air, the force field containing them like a sheet thrown over a swarm of killer hortentals. The arrowhead fighters closed in on them, flying in a V formation. The army stood ready for war. Drop ships continued crashing down into the ruined city.

      “Okay, Sparks.” Faz deflated with his rattling exhale. “Be careful out there.”

      “Careful will get us killed, Faz. We’ll be vengeful in ways they’ve only seen in their nightmares. Forgive me, Amelia, but when you have pirenze on your side, sometimes you have to set fire to the world and watch it burn.”
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      The boost from Sparks’ thrusters threw her back in her seat. She winced when she reached Faz Went’s force field, putting her trust in his assurances. She passed through it as if it weren’t there. Like he’d said she would. With Shalk beside her, they led a fleet of two hundred as they headed out to light up the cloaked tanks. If they’d had any other options than fire, she’d have taken it. And if they’d had more time, she might have found another way.

      The arrowhead fighters came down like a deadly plague. Sparks clenched her teeth and gripped her flight sticks. She sprayed spittle when she said, “They’re fools if they think they’ll beat us with only half a fleet.”

      The click of Shalk’s connection triggered her digital intuition. It sent a twitch through her right eye. “Then let’s make sure we punish them.”

      The army watched them from below. A sea of black insectoid beings, their faces devoid of emotion. There were so many, the chittering bugs filled every gap between the tanks, mechs, and speeders. Above them, the chrome blockade ship dominated the sky. The sun reflected off its glistening surface. Maybe Greeta had done the right thing in sending her down to Flanterian. Sparks needed to be in this battle. The gloyners might know how to fly, but she’d show them a thing or two about dogfights. She tapped her mini computer. Still in her top pocket. Just in case Greeta needed to contact her. Maybe she’d find out the reason for her actions. Maybe Greeta was the coward Shalk thought her to be. Maybe she’d never see her again.
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