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Meanwhile, Somewhere Else
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I’m Owen Tyme, the author. Please allow me a moment to tell you something important about this novel and how it relates to the rest of the series.

You may be expecting to see characters from the first book, Jigsaw City, but you won’t see them in Fey Fighters. That’s because the events in this novel come mostly before the events of the first book, though the epilogue takes place during the middle of it.

In essence, you can think of this novel in the context of, “Meanwhile, Somewhere Else”.

I hope you enjoy Fey Fighters and the wild, bumpy ride it presents!
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Part 1

Across a Crowded Room
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Chapter 1

Foo Fighters
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Late Fall, 1944

Commander Stargazer Candleflash flew through the night sky, just above the trees of a dark forest, following a phoenix looking for a place to nest.

Candleflash was a small, fair-skinned fey, specifically a pixie, about six inches tall, with translucent wings reminiscent of a dragonfly, though much larger. He had sparkling silver hair and eyes. Since he was flying, he produced a buzzing sound as his wings beat hundreds of times a second. As was traditional, he always wore an elf-forged sword on his belt, marking his high rank, though he often felt as though it was pointless, considering how tiny it was. In the end, he’d come to accept it as decoration, rather than a useful weapon, though the fey-steel blade was wickedly sharp and he regularly practiced with it, just in case.

About a hundred feet ahead of him was the phoenix, blazing like a living flame in the sky. Normally, such creatures had flame-colored red and orange feathers, with long tails and longer wings, that spanned about eight feet from tip to tip. However, since the phoenix was ready to nest, it had become dangerously volatile and was surrounded by intense flames, leaving a trail of smoky ash in its wake, which stank of burning bird flesh.

The life cycle of the phoenix was strange and mating was very close to the natural end of their lives, starting with the males lighting themselves on fire, to attract a mate, the brightest flame attracting more females. Their flaming dance through the air marked the male’s final hours, not even landing to mate. They kept going until their bodies failed and crumbled to ash, usually long before they ever hit the ground.

After a successful mating, a female phoenix would start to produce intense heat and shortly after burst into flame, because the eggs required high temperatures from beginning to end. Toward the end of the process, the expectant mother would seek a suitably safe and secure location to nest, in preparation to explode in a final, fiery burst that finished her life and released the eggs from her body, typically producing between six and twelve eggs, each about double the weight of a large chicken egg. Generally, they hatched within minutes and the hatchlings were born able to fend for themselves. After that, they would seek shelter as a group, to hibernate through the winter, during which they would theoretically be nourished by the natural magic in the air.

Flying behind the Commander was the rest of his squadron, which numbered twenty pixies when he was included. They were flying in formation, as five flights of four pixies. Each individual flight was in a diamond formation, while the flights flew together in a basic V formation. Currently, none of the pixies weren’t glowing, since they were on a stealth operation.

Candleflash shook his head, knowing his orders were mildly stupid, but when the Queen ordered, it was his pleasure to obey, even if it was absurd, and he knew better than to question the Queen’s judgment, at least publicly. She’d ordered his squadron to escort and protect the phoenix. If it were possible, he was to prevent it from being noticed, which became more impossible the longer it flew, since it was now glowing brighter than the stars. However, he knew his priorities: the nesting of the phoenix was of paramount importance and her offspring were destined for great things.

However, the big trouble was that half the phoenix flock had left the fey realm, in favor of nesting in the human realm. That wasn’t entirely unexpected, since it had happened several times in recorded history, especially when the membrane between realms was thin, as it had been for the past year or so. During such times, animals would often cross realms, taking advantage of the event to spread from world to world. However, the peril of it was that the human realm wasn’t somewhere most fey could mature to adulthood, because the magic there was sparse and weak. Adult fey creatures could handle it, but the young could not and the phoenixes that hatched there would die within days, due to a lack of arcane energy vital for their early developmental stages.

It was a crying shame the birds were so stupid they’d chosen a realm lacking the magic their young required to survive. However, since the hatchlings were destined to perish without intervention, it was the perfect opportunity to capture them without disturbing their natural life cycle.

As the phoenix slowed and began to glide down toward a forest clearing in a lazy spiral, Candleflash noticed a distant droning sound and called for a halt.

The squadron stayed in formation as they hovered, but to the last pixie, they turned and looked in the direction of the fresh sound.

Having heard it many times, Candleflash knew that drone: it was a human aircraft. As he listened, to get an idea where it was, he noted there was more than one.

“Hollytwinkle, Swiftbutton, distract the humans and draw them away from the phoenix!” The Commander barked, “The rest of us will take up formation around the nest. Be ready to carry the hatchlings away and clean up the evidence, as fast as possible.”

The two chosen officers and their flights peeled off, while the rest of his men followed the phoenix on its downward spiral.

* * *
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Lieutenant John Murray flew high over a dark forest of France on his way to Germany, for a recon mission. He piloted a spitfire, a single engine, propeller-driven fighter. Three other pilots were with him and all four aircraft carried photographic equipment, to capture images of their target.

Suddenly, several bright, orange lights appeared all around the planes, flying in the same direction, at the same speed! With a quick glance around, he counted at least seven or eight of them!

“Are you seeing this?” Chapman, the pilot to his right, radioed.

John answered, “Any idea what they are?”

Foster, the pilot on his left, supplied, “Never seen them, myself, but aren’t these Foo Fighters?”

Watson, the last of John’s men, who’d been trailing behind the rest, voiced the unspoken worries of the other three, “What do we do? Are they German?”

John paused to consider, then answered, “Let’s try and shake ‘em. Everyone, follow me!”

John immediately plunged his spitfire into a steep dive, which his men followed, but was disappointed as the strange lights not only matched the maneuver, but also drew closer on the right side, in what felt like a threatening lunge!

As the four planes came down over the trees, John angled to the left, in an attempt to break away from the lunging lights. The foo fighters continued to follow them, but no longer lunged. After a few minutes, the strange lights suddenly winked out, leaving John feeling nervous and confused.

However, they still had a mission to complete, so he informed the others, while trying to sound confident, “Looks like we shook ‘em, so let’s get back on course.”

* * *
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Candleflash smiled with satisfaction as he watched his men carefully redirect the human planes around the phoenix, just by lighting their wings, turning invisible and flying alongside them. Humans were easy to startle, especially when they were in the middle of a huge war, as they currently were.

When the rest of his squadron returned, Candleflash looked down, just in time to see the phoenix land at the center of the clearing after circling it several times, looking for trouble. Having apparently decided the remote clearing was safe, she curled up in the center and exploded!

There was a brief, hot wind that tousled the branches, leaving the phoenix as no more than a pile of hot ash, with a set of ten eggs within, each of which immediately started to dance back and forth, as her young fought to break out of their shells.

Candleflash ordered, “It should now be safe to approach, but be careful to avoid burning yourselves!”

He knew both the eggs and the young hatchlings would be too hot to handle, at least for the next few minutes, since it wasn’t his first time retrieving phoenix hatchlings.

The pixies all landed at the edge of the clearing and approached cautiously, carefully testing the heat of the air with the backs of their hands.

Meanwhile, the eggs cracked and the birds emerged, each already feathered in pure red, though they looked exhausted and docile, due to the effort required to escape their shells. Within minutes, the entire brood was asleep as a jumbled pile of birds, huddled together for warmth. Without sufficient magic, they would remain that way until they expired.

Within half an hour, the phoenix hatchlings had been gathered and the pixies carrying them were back in the air, while the rest gathered up the egg shell fragments and placed some rocks, to make the spot the mother exploded look more like the remnants of a campfire.
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Chapter 2

The Queen’s Dilemma
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The Queen of the Fairies turned away from a pool of water in the hollow of a large tree branch, which served as her scrying pool, through which she’d observed the actions of Commander Candleflash and his men. As usual, he’d performed his duties admirably. In some ways, it was a shame he was merely a pixie, because he thought more like an elf. However, his unusual combination of loyalty, political insight, keen intellect and diminutive size were what made him so useful for stealth operations in the human realm and in general. In particular, she valued him for his lack of political intrigue; just about any elf in his position would have been plotting to rise even higher, but since he was a low-born pixie in the highest office he could achieve, he had no interest in court politics.

The Queen stood deep within a temperate, mist-filled forest, somewhere in the area of England, though on the other side of the divide between worlds, where no human cities had been built and nature had been largely allowed to dominate the landscape, save only a few ancient, stone structures, one of which was the military academy where her soldiers trained.

At the moment, she was roughly the size of a human, though just a bit on the short side, with long, pointed ears that slightly flopped out sideways under their own weight, blond hair and green eyes that matched the emerald, ankle-length gown she wore. She stood among the wild grass of the forest, barefoot. She was a fey creature most commonly known as an elf, able to shape-shift at will, so her outward appearance was simply a matter of opinion and tended to change with her mood, much like a human might change facial expressions.

She was concerned by the presence of so many humans, marching all over through the oldest forests, in greater numbers than ever before. The recent memory of their previous great war and all the trouble it brought to fey kind was also fresh in her mind and she felt the cycle of intense war was likely to continue until they destroyed themselves, causing her to weigh her options.

As it was, the more their armies marched through unspoiled lands of the continent, the more fey refuges and hiding places were damaged or destroyed.

Modern humans had no respect for the fair folk, because they didn’t believe in them anymore, as a result of their new beliefs that increasingly centered around science. That was all well and good for the fey, because if humans didn’t believe, then they never intentionally interfered in fey affairs.

Once upon a time, humans had been quite the nuisance, occasionally interfering in fey politics, though they’d been few enough in number and safely ignored as nothing more than an inconvenience.

On the other hand, the fact that the two realms were currently so close and were going to continue to be, for at least another few years, had become a source of disquiet and trouble, because humans continuously stumbled into the fey realm by accident, through all of the invisible, open gates and portals.

Invariably, the intruders were killed, because all of fey kind viewed humans like cockroaches, spreading almost too fast to control, but unlike those simple insects, they were intelligent enough to fight back. The consensus was that it was best to never allow them a foothold in other realms and as the gate-keepers for the planar paths that passed through the fey realm, it was their solemn duty to defend all other realms against a human incursion. As it was, the border between the fey and human realms was becoming tricky for the Queen’s soldiers to guard, due to how many of the intruders came through with firearms.

She wanted to force the natural doors closed, but that wasn’t an action to be taken lightly, because the fey realm needed the human realm and couldn’t exist without it, much like a table couldn’t stand without legs. In fact, the human realm was the lens through which unrefined magic flowed from extra-planar sources, turning it into the refined arcane energy that all fey creatures needed to develop to adulthood and which was, ultimately, the power behind all their magic.

In the past, the conjunction between realms had been a source of celebration, back in the days when both sides accepted or at least tolerated each other but with the opinion of fey kind towards humans having fallen so low and the humans constantly warring on each other...

The Queen’s sigh slightly released the frustration pent up within her.

She needed a solution and she needed it quickly, or it would lead to a war between human and fey-kind, which she had no doubt the humans would win, though it would cost them dearly. After all, they had such a powerful drive to reproduce, probably due to their short life span, and they out-numbered the whole of the intelligent fey races on the continent by a factor of a thousand. For that reason alone, a war between the two sides could not be allowed to start.

With barely any thought required, the cut of her dress changed to expose her shoulders and upper back, as a pair of iridescent, emerald-green butterfly wings sprouted from her exposed skin, quickly growing until they were slightly larger than her body.

With a moment’s concentration, she enacted a levitation spell to cancel out the majority of her body weight, since she was too heavy for a mere pair of wings to allow flight, unlike a pixie. Daintily flapping her wings, she took to the air. Quite contrary to the way a pixie flew, her wing beats were slow and made very little sound, used primarily for control, rather than propulsion.

The forest was mostly quiet and dark, aside from the sound of crickets and the light coming from the inhabitants of a nearby pixie village. Like most intelligent fey, pixies were nocturnal, which meant they were almost to their midnight meal.

The Queen turned her gaze to the north, where there was a soft, green glow coming from an unusual orchard, with an occasional hint of red seen between the leaves. Flapping her wings harder, she picked up some speed, heading toward the green light.

After a ten minute flight, she landed among trees whose leaves glowed from within, each festooned with glowing, red apples. The very air of the orchard was charged with incredible magic, more pure than anywhere else in the fey realm. The trees had been specially bred to absorb unrefined magic and then exude purified magic. Since the magic of the fey realm was already so intense, the trees made the already high-quality magic of the air even better, all without requiring magic to grow, in the first place.

The Queen lightly set down near a few flat-topped boulders that had been turned into a work area. Her sister, Koko Rosegrass, was busy examining a thin slice of the glowing fruit with a magnification spell. The exposed flesh of the apple produced a faint, golden glow.

Koko currently had ginger hair, pale skin and wore a figure-hugging, glittering red dress over a curvaceous and youthful-looking body, as male fey of many races worked to tend the orchard, behind her, though they were predominantly elves.

The Queen was amused by Koko’s appearance, but knew why she bothered to make herself look so attractive; it kept her male workers motivated and the harder they worked, the more attractive she made herself, as a kind of reward.

Koko was so entranced by her work that she completely failed to note the presence of the Queen, even though all of her workers had and were kneeling. One of Koko’s men was about to open his mouth, but the Queen gestured him to silence.

The Queen stepped up to her sister and grinned with a mischievous look in her eyes as she spoke in a mock haughty and affronted tone, “How dare you forget to kneel in the presence of your Queen?”

Koko looked up in sudden surprise and shaded bright red, with embarrassment, quickly dropping to one knee. When the Queen laughed, Koko relaxed and her face quickly returned to normal.

“Everyone rise and return to your very important work!” The Queen shouted to the men of the orchard, “We can’t afford any delays!”

They quickly obeyed and as far as she could tell, they worked even harder than before.

Koko rose, “What can I do for you, my Queen?”

The Queen sighed, in irritation, “For the last time, Koko, when it’s just the two of us, use my name! I haven’t heard it spoken in more than a thousand years and I’m starting to forget it.” She complained, “I’m more than just a title, after all.”

“Yes, ma’am, I mean, Aurora.”

Aurora smiled and it was clear she took great pleasure in hearing her name spoken, as she answered Koko’s question with one of her own, “What’s the status of your project? The incursions to our realm become more frequent every day, as more gates between worlds open.”

“Please, follow me.” Koko requested, “I’d rather show you.”

As they strolled through the orchard, Aurora informed Koko, “By the way, we should have enough phoenixes for the breeding population you requested, within a few days. I put Candleflash on it.”

“Such a reliable pixie. With him on the task, there will be no failures.” Koko smiled, “After all, it would be a shame to lose the phoenix, especially considering how important their flights are to our yearly celebrations.”

They arrived at an area where the branches of two particularly old trees had been carefully woven and tied together, over the course of years, until they’d nearly become one, forming an archway about thirty feet wide.

Aurora remembered her sister’s magical research into portals producing the strange gateway, roughly five-hundred years before. It was one of very few artificial gates known to fey-kind, alongside a handful of trilithon gates the humans had designed and built to visit the fey realm, in their distant past. It had been a shame when they forgot the fey, who’d then been forced to close the gates, especially since they’d allowed such reliable two-way passage, unlike the natural ones.

However, the Tree Gate was unique. It had taken Koko several millennia of complex calculations, based on an untested hypothesis, as well as the cultivation of an entire orchard of magic-purifying trees, just to serve as the power source, but in the end, she’d proven a stable portal through space, as well as worlds, could be achieved via an artificial arch.

Koko stepped through the invisible portal and vanished, followed by Aurora.

* * *
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Aurora blinked in the suddenly intense, bright light, because the twin suns of the world they stood on were just above one horizon, while on the other, a huge, purple gas giant was visible.

As soon as her eyes adjusted, she noted that as far as the eye could see, there were trees. However, compared to her last visit, the ground had now been colonized by sparse grass and tiny, multi-legged, crawling, mushroom-headed fey were visible all over the place, some consuming the stones of the rocky soil, while others seemed to be defecating mud, to replace the rocks they’d eaten. They were all plainly visible, because they had very brightly-colored mushroom caps, likely indicating they were poisonous.

Insects buzzed through the air, attending to the flowers on the trees, because on the current side, they were in the middle of their flowering season, appearing almost like normal, blooming apple trees in the light of morning, since they only glowed at night.

Behind her was another pair of trees that had been twisted into the shape of another archway, equal in size to the one they’d just stepped through. Aurora would never forget the hundred years her sister had gone missing, after stepping through the Tree Gate for the first time, because it had turned out to be a one-way trip. Fortunately, Koko’s pockets had been filled with seeds for the trees she’d bred, allowing her to reproduce the Tree Gate on the other side side, to make a two-way gate.

Aurora wished the purity of the magic in the air on this strange moon was as good as that in the fey realm, but it was enough for young fey to survive, as proven by the fact there were so many of them running around on the ground.

“What are these little creatures?” Aurora asked, “I’ve never seen their kind before.”

Koko answered, “I call them stone-eaters. You may recall from your first visit here, that the soil was sparse and there was too much rock everywhere. I bred these little creatures to break up surface stones. They literally eat stones and crap dirt. Once they spread through an area and eat their fill, they transform into something more like a normal mushroom. At that point, they pull nitrogen from the air and put it into the soil, to make way for plants. Eventually, they’ll be crowded out by grasses and they should end up colonizing caves as their final ecological niche, living on rocks and bat guano to survive.”

Koko gestured for her sister to follow and led the way to the top of a tall hill, to show Aurora a sprawling forest of her special trees, which went all the way to the horizon, though it was clear other species of trees had been mixed in, to provide the moon they stood on with a diversity of life. The trees were alive with the movement of squirrels, insects and other small animals. Aurora spotted a big, black bear as it lumbered its way through the forest, knowing if it were present, then so were many other species of animal.

As they sat and watched the twin suns set, Aurora asked, with concern, “Is there anywhere near enough room for all of us?”

“No. We’d have to leave behind half our people if we moved now.” Koko shook her head, “There just isn’t enough viable land yet, and even if we moved now, it would be uncomfortably close for the next thousand years. It would probably lead to conflict between the various races, unless we limit ourselves to choosing candidates solely for the sake of a proper breeding population.”

That was troubling. Aurora felt frustrated and trapped by the current situation, because no matter what she did, it was likely to lead to war. War with humans, leading to the destruction of fey-kind, war among the fey or abandoning the majority of her people to wander other realms, forever cut-off from each other, warring on other realms, just to have somewhere to live. As Queen, the choice fell to her and there was no good solution, all because humans were so greedy for land. No, they couldn’t be allowed to take the fey realm, because with the power of its magic, combined with their sciences, they would become a scourge to the entire multiverse, ravaging every realm to sustain their growth.

It was a harsh choice, but the portals to the fey realm had to be shut before the humans could study them and escape to all other realms. They had to be shut before the fey realm was over-run and used for another land-grab like the one that took humans across the sea. They couldn’t be allowed to subjugate and displace the natives, followed by raping the land for every last resource that could be extracted from every realm of the cosmos.

Aurora looked around, to be sure she wouldn’t be observed, then leaned on her sister’s shoulder, weeping for the choice she had to make. Koko quietly held her for a long time, stroking her hair.

As sunset ended, Aurora wiped away her tears and then stood. As she watched the workers begin tending the trees, she made up her mind. She would surely be cursed for her decision, but so be it. Someone had to make the hard choices and as Queen of Queens, that responsibility was hers.
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Chapter 3

Missing, Presumed Dead
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Just over 26,000 years later...

Captain Brandon Wells sat in the dark and listened to a regular buzzing sound, which accompanied a red light that reminded him of a heartbeat, since it was so regular. The mechanical buzzer and the associated chem-light were the only activity in the ship’s bridge, for the moment.

Wells was an elderly officer from the United Nations of the South Galaxy, a multi-national government that spanned roughly a third of the galaxy, in an area that had been arbitrarily designated the south. The people of the UNSG were largely descended from the ancient inhabitants of Europe and North America, but many could also trace their ancestry to nearly every nation of ancient Earth, due to the cultural melting pot the UNSG had become.

While military regulations called for him to be clean-shaven, he’d been so busy dealing with emergencies the past three days that no one would have called him on it, even if his commanding officer could have seen him. On the other hand, as if to make up for the beard, the top of his head was bare, with no hair at all, except around the sides. He wore a blue uniform, with a matching jacket over that and an emergency mask that scrubbed carbon-dioxide from the air for him, because the ship’s life support system had been severely damaged in battle.

The air of the ship was freezing cold and every time he exhaled, a small valve on the bottom of his mask flopped open, allowing his breath to escape, briefly becoming visible, before it dispersed.

There was no gravity, because with all of the reactors down, the power reserves had run out the day before.

In the quiet solitude of the bridge, he prayed more fervently than he ever had before, whispering words of desperation on behalf of the engineering team.

His ship, Indomitable, had been through a nightmarish ordeal. They were initially dispatched to investigate rumors of an uprising in the Marvel System, only to be ambushed by six small destroyers. The crew fought valiantly, right up until it was one on one, with the ship in bad shape, against a nearly-fresh destroyer, coming down to a two-way exchange of missiles. Indomitable lost main power, due to heavy damage to the reactor room, and the battle ended. He had no idea what had happened to the other ship.

He prayed the enemy was dead, because if they weren’t, then it was a race to see which ship could be repaired first. It was encouraging that their counterpart hadn’t yet blown them to bits, but Wells would never feel comfortable until the sensors were back online.

The Captain’s silent reverie was interrupted as a masked, tired-looking junior officer with an emergency light around his neck floated into the bridge, “Sir, the chief says he’s finally ready for a low-power start up of one of the reactors.”

“How soon?” Wells asked.

“Any time now.”

“Good, then go wake a few officers, to man their stations. I want the helm and sensors ready, at a bare minimum. I can handle weapons and communications, if necessary.”

“Yes, sir!” The young man pulled himself back out into the hallway, tugging himself along with his hands.

Ten seconds later, several bridge stations came back online and the Captain quickly brought the sensors up on his station. The room lit up, but the alarm in the background continued.

He wished it could be silenced, but there was nothing he could do about the radiation alarm.

He breathed a sigh of relief as he identified debris from the ship they’d been fighting. He quietly thanked God they were safe from the traitors that attacked them, at least for the time being.

Next, he brought up the damage-control system and was quite bothered by how little the results had changed, despite all the work the engineers had put in.

All but one of the reactors read as damaged beyond repair and the only functional one was on ten-percent power. He’d already known the reactor room was exposed to space and irradiated, along with several adjoining hallways, which was why the radiation alarm kept going in the background. Fortunately, it hadn’t spread through the rest of the ship and he’d lost only a handful of men to the hull breach. He knew it could have been much worse.

The main engines were down and read as badly damaged. Two of the five faster than light drive cores were damaged, but that was fine; the ship could jump on as few as two of them, though it would be extremely unpleasant for the crew.

All of the external communication systems were gone, not that they would have been of any use. He knew the traitors at Marvel Colony were putting out a jamming signal from a ground-based tower, with a heck of a lot more power than Indomitable had, making it impossible to cut through the interference.

The only saving grace was they still had weapons, so if the colony launched more ships, they’d be able to at least shoot back.

Thinking of that very troublesome possibility, he scanned the colony and was horrified to see three more destroyers rising from the atmosphere! Captain Wells cursed their luck! They were in no condition for a battle, and yet, the fight was coming to them!

He slapped a button on his console, bringing the ship-wide PA to life, “All fighter pilots, prepare to launch!”

Within seconds, the comm line to the reactor room came online and the muffled voice of Declan Jones, the chief engineer, came through it, “Captain, how long do we have?”

“Half an hour, tops. Can you get us out of here?”

“No, sir: the big energy banks are in bad shape. The FTL drive is functional, but without a huge burst of energy, we couldn’t reach the nearest beacon. I suppose we could take a chance on an unsafe jump, if there’s something close enough, but I’d rather not.”

“Would it be any worse than taking a load of missiles, since we can’t move?” Wells asked in a sharp tone.

“Good point. I’ll see what I can do to maximize power output, but we’ll still need a target. The last thing we want is to end up in deep space. I’ll also have to divert all power from the weapons.”

As officers floated in to take their stations, Wells brought a star chart up on his screen, looking at the closest systems. Since they were out on the frontier, almost all of them were unexplored, though remote observation to discover planets had been performed. He picked the closest one, a binary system. Next, he refined the coordinates for the FTL drive, to put them into orbit of a gas giant that happened to be in the habitable zone of the two stars, maximizing the chance of finding a moon with a livable atmosphere, though that was still a billion-to-one chance.

He relayed the coordinates to the reactor room and then asked, “Will that do? There isn’t anything closer.”

After a moment, the engineer responded, sounding like he was mostly mumbling to himself, “A quarter light-year? Yeah, I think I can make that work, but we’ll have to go dark for the next twenty minutes to charge the weapon banks as much as we can, while we push the reactor beyond what I’m comfortable with.”

Wells glanced at his readings of the approaching ships, then ordered, “Do it.”

“It’s been a pleasure serving with you, Captain Wells.” The engineer spoke with emotion, before he barked, “Everyone, out of the room! I’ll do this job myself!”

“What are you about to do?” Wells asked, even though he had a good guess.

Jones explained, “This is likely to breach the reactor, but even if it doesn’t, the radiation will go off the charts. Even with the protection of this vacc suit, there’s no way I’ll make it, but I should be fine long enough to get us there.”

“Is there any way to avoid sacrificing yourself?” Wells didn’t want to lose any more engineers, let alone a friend.

“The reactor is so badly damaged I’ve been regulating it manually. Someone has to do it.”

“Sorry to ask this of you.”

“I don’t mind volunteering to save everyone else.” Jones spoke with pride, “Besides, I wouldn’t be comfortable asking someone else to sacrifice themselves, if I wasn’t willing to do it, myself.”

“Thank you. I’m going to make a ship-wide announcement, then you can go ahead.”

“Yes, sir!”

Wells turned the PA system on again, “All hands, prepare for another blackout. We’ll be charging reserves for twenty minutes and then we’re making an emergency jump out of this system, so be ready!”

Once again, everything went dark and quiet, aside from the radiation alarm.

Captain Wells returned to his urgent prayers, “Our Father, which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name...”

* * *

[image: ]


Normally, a faster than light jump involved a relatively-stable wormhole between two points that had been prepared for the rupture, via FTL beacons to weaken space at the origin and target points of the wormhole. Passing through a wormhole normally made a man feel like they had a three-day hangover, though the sensation tended to pass quickly, within minutes.

The current jump, however, was something different. Captain Wells felt horribly nauseous and dizzy, as though he had a really bad flu. It didn’t help that there was no gravity. In the dark, he heard one of his bridge officers retching as Wells struggled to keep his own lunch down.

The lights came back on as power was restored, but the lights flickered, as though something was seriously wrong. Wells checked the damage control systems and it looked like their one functional reactor was out of control.

He opened an intercom channel to the reactor room, once again, “Jones, talk to me!”

“Sorry, sir.” Jones coughed and started to sob, “I’m dying.”

The other officers picked up on the man’s tone of voice. He sounded even more sick than they were and their faces creased with concern.

“Can you keep it together for a little longer?” Wells glared at the others, “We need power to scan for a safe landing site, then just enough time to get the crew to safety!”

In the background, the others urgently got to work on that all-important task, because they’d picked up on the implied order.

Jones responded, “I’ll try, sir.”

“Five minutes, son, that’s all I need. Can you do that?”

“Yeah, but...sir?”

“Yes?”

“Could you talk to me? I don’t want to die alone and I need something to focus on, or I might pass out.” Jones sounded like he was hanging on by a thread as he coughed some more.

Wells reassured him, “I’ll keep the line open and I promise, I’m not going anywhere.”

In the background, the moons of the gas giant they orbited were scanned. The big screen of the bridge showed a slightly blue and green world, with extremely heavy cloud coverage over the land masses. It had been an extreme long-shot, but they’d been lucky enough to find a world that not only had a breathable atmosphere, but also life.

As Wells talked with Jones about literally anything to keep the engineer focused and on task, including the man’s family and what they’d both done on leave, the week before, the other officers quietly said their goodbyes to their captain. In the background, he heard the fighter bay open, followed by the sound of just about every fighter, shuttle and escape pod simultaneously launching, feeling like a distant rumble.

As Jones started a violent coughing fit, Wells spoke, “Thank you, Jones. You bought just enough time to save the rest of the crew.”

Jones didn’t respond, though the coughing had stopped.

“Are you still there, son?”

Wells looked at the display on the reactor’s output and noted it was steadily rising in power. If he was right, then there were just a few minutes before it went critical and that was just enough time for him to get to an escape pod, but not enough time to get to a safe distance, making it pointless.

“It was an honor serving with you, Jones.”

Wells returned to his prayers, “Our Father, which art in heaven...”

* * *
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Aurora looked up at the sky from the mountain plateau she used as an observatory, since it was one of the few places free of the moon’s pervasive cloud-cover. She liked star-gazing, mostly for beauty of it, but she’d also been observing the other moons of the gas giant for the sake of colonizing them.

That’s when she saw an explosion against the base purple of the giant her home orbited. Curious, she adjusted the telescopic sight spell she’d been using to refocus on it and noted many small objects streaking away at high speed. Seeing the metal frames of the vehicles, not entirely unlike the shape of the human aircraft she’d seen on Earth, her heart filled with terrible horror.

She quickly poured some water from a leather skin into the hollow of one of the trees and enacted a scrying spell, taking a closer look inside the cockpit of the leading craft. Inside, she saw a young human woman dressed in a dark-gray, thick, one-piece garment, including a helmet with a clear, glass faceplate. The woman held the stick with her right hand, while tapping a glowing panel with her left. In the seat behind her was a human man, dressed in the same kind of curious, utilitarian outfit.

The Queen was dismayed to confirm the presence of humans. She did some calculations based on the way they were moving, bothered and deeply dismayed they were coming straight at her home!

She cursed, formed a set of wings and rapidly descended the mountain, to organize necessary defensive measures!

* * *
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Commander Candleflash stood in the glowing orchard, having answered an emergency summons from the Queen. She and the other elves of the court were hard at work enacting a global-scale spell, but he was shocked to see the Queen in tears as she worked. Aside from anger over the failure of underlings to follow her orders, it was extremely unusual for her to show any kind of emotion in front of the court, so without even hearing what the matter was about, he knew the importance of it.

He waited patiently for the magic ritual to complete and noted how exhausted they all appeared, as a result. It had been not just a spell of serious proportion, but also of incredible intensity. By the look of things, it had been a permanent, global-scale spell.

Still weeping freely, the Queen stepped over to Candleflash and looked down at him, “Commander, humans are coming to invade our world, as we speak. We don’t know if they’ve shared the location with others, but we’ve just enacted a spell to serve as a communications seal around our home, to prevent them from communicating with the rest of the universe. It will also make our home appear as a barren rock with no atmosphere to those that have never seen it before. Hopefully, these two measures will prevent them from ever receiving reinforcements.”

“Understood. What are my orders?”

Her tears intensified as she continued, “We gave up our original home to avoid war with the humans of Earth and we’ve not yet prepared another refuge, so it’s with a heavy heart that I feel we must defend our home. To that end, I order you to prepare my army for an immediate assault. Take the humans by surprise and exterminate them like vermin, as quickly as possible, before they can reproduce and fill the world. Request whatever resources you require: this is the top priority of all fey living on this moon.”

“Yes, my Queen!”

The Queen dismissed the pixie with a gesture, then turned to her sister, to begin a whispered conversation. As Candleflash took flight, he tried not to eavesdrop, but the Queen was sobbing, uncontrollably.

The idea of war didn’t sit well with Candleflash, but there was no other choice. If the humans were invading, then it was time to fight. He’d spent thousands of years working to prepare the army for just such an emergency, but he’d hoped never to act on those plans.
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Chapter 4

Phantoms
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The immediate space was filled with a veritable fleet consisting of hundreds of fighters, a handful of bombers, dozens of service craft to support the fighters and bombers, at least twenty military shuttles, an equal number of support craft and more than five-hundred escape pods. Peppered in along the outer edges of the fleet were nearly a hundred Aerospace Warning and Control System drones, which were also known as AWACS. The hulking form of the Indomitable was in the background as they streaked away, with the gas giant behind that.

The fighters and shuttles clearly came from the same designer, which was reflected in their model numbers: the fighters were designated XTF-17 and the shuttles were XTS-17, based on modular parts that were mostly interchangeable between the two. They had sleek, aerodynamic bodies, with short wings, designed only to enhance maneuverability, rather than for lift, because they remained aloft via electrogravitic thrusters. They bore both laser cannons and missile launchers, with two of each. Both types of weapon were wing-mounted, for easy replacement, with the cannons appearing like lens-fronted stubby tubes, while the missile launchers were large, twelve-tube affairs, allowing up to twenty-four missiles to be launched at the same time. The only aspect in which the two designs differed was largely a matter of size: the shuttles were less maneuverable, but with seating for twenty passengers or an equal volume of cargo.

The bombers were an impressive sight, appearing as flying-wing aircraft, each with eight missile launchers, just like those the fighters carried, and four large launch tubes built into the fuselage, capable of firing the very same missiles the Indomitable used for its medium-size launchers, which could carry nuclear warheads, in a pinch. In addition, they bore six laser turrets. Two were small, fast-moving and set aside for point-defense, to take out incoming missiles under computer control, while the other four were large, designed for defending against incoming fighters. In effect, each was a flying fortress, complete with heavy armor. Unlike the fighters and shuttles, their aerodynamic profile was designed for lift, to minimize engine usage in an atmosphere.

The service craft were little more than flying bricks designed to float in space. They served as portable recharge and rearm stations for the fighters, shuttles and bombers, allowing laser reserves to recharge instantly, when depleted, rather than waiting for their internal reactors to do the job. They could also refill missile storage compartments. Last of all, they had stores of supplies for field repair work, outside of combat.

The support craft were rugged, mil-spec cargo ships, that otherwise resembled similar civilian ships, being little more than shipping containers with a cockpit module and exterior engine pods tacked on at each corner, all with rounded edges, for the sake of a better aerodynamic profile. The main body looked like a cylinder that appeared to have been half squashed and then pulled sideways, giving it rounded sides, with a flat top and bottom, allowing them to easily stack when parked.

Finally, the escape pods were the smallest vehicles, each capable of holding up to six members of the ship’s non-flight crew. They were very small and cramped on the inside, but held enough food for the crew to survive up to a year and a half.

* * *
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Captain Pearce piloted the lead fighter. As the CAG from Indomitable, or Commander of the Aerospace Group, she was in charge of the other fighter pilots and shared command of the Indomitable with Captain Wells. She was in her late twenties.

Seated behind her, in the co-pilot seat, was Archie Cook, who was in his early twenties and just out of flight school. Cook was a decent enough pilot, but since her usual co-pilot was sick with radiation poisoning, she’d assigned Cook at the last minute. He was young and talented, but inexperienced, which was the very reason he’d been flying as co-pilot. There were so many unknown variables for this flight, she doubted he’d avoid panicking, but that wasn’t unusual. That was the very same reason he’d been co-pilot during combat, just a few days before.

Both of them wore combat-ready vac suits, designed both to handle the vacuum of space and to prevent blood from pooling in their lower bodies during high-G maneuvers that could overwhelm the gravity system of the fighter. Each was connected to the fighter via a small hose under the left arm, which continually provided them with fresh air and kept the suit’s internal reserves topped off.
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