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The war raged on.

Noah was surrounded. He couldn’t see them in the mist, but he heard their footsteps on the ancient stone. They were sprinting around his position to flank him. The rest of his team was gone; he’d heard their screams on his radio before the feed went silent.

He was the last one standing, and there was no way he was getting out alive.

Checking his magazine, he knew he should have listened more closely to the Watchman’s lessons about conserving ammunition. He only had enough charge for another handful of shots. Too much had been wasted on a sniper far out of his range, an enemy whom he’d ultimately had to flee from anyway, lest he lose his head in the exchange.

His armor was hot and his helmet felt like it was suffocating him. But he didn’t dare remove it; its HUD data was proving too invaluable. The display showed him the approximate positions of the shapes in the woods, tracking their footsteps on the forest floor and their heat signatures. They were using the same sort of tech to see him. His team should have been better prepared. There was no way they should have been wiped out like this.

The downed stone pillar he hid behind was starting to feel like a grave marker. Noah needed to retreat into the temple if he was going to have any shot of taking at least a few down with him before he joined his fallen squadmates. Breathing heavily, he gradually inflated himself with enough confidence to make the run.

It’s fifty feet. Their view is obstructed. They’ll miss.

But would they? Noah was a larger target than most. He was nineteen in Earth years, but towered over everyone in his unit. The strength that came with his size was often a blessing in combat, but it wasn’t advantageous when dodging enemy fire.

They’ll miss.

He finally convinced himself it was true and lobbed his last pulse grenade over the top of the fallen pillar. The moment he heard it detonate, he took off toward the crumbling stone archway behind him. Even if it hadn’t fried anyone directly, the afterglow would wreak havoc with their sensors and targeting systems. At least he hoped it would.

He heard the blasts of the first two shots coming from somewhere behind him to the left. Neither hit him, and he didn’t slow his pace. The door was close, twenty feet, ten. One final shot whizzed by the side of his head so close he felt his hair stand on end, but he dove through the entrance and found himself in a much more secure place. From outside he heard the dismayed cries of his enemies as they berated each other for failing to take him down as he fled. Noah breathed a sigh of relief. But he wasn’t comforted for long; he knew there were many other ways into the temple. He had to move quickly.

There wasn’t time to admire the workmanship that had gone into the murals etched into the stone corridors around them. Gods, monsters, warriors, the usual. The only thing he was interested in were the secret passageways the ancient architects had built.

Noah hurdled a stone altar, long absent of anything resembling a sacrifice, but almost tripped over the body that lay sprawled on the other side. He quickly crouched over it and pulled back the helmet. It was Kadoma, one of his squadmates. Her dark features were serene and calm, her eyes closed. Noah quickly remasked her, then scoured her body for anything useful, his face devoid of emotion for his fallen ally.

Even with his size, it wasn’t practical to dual-wield her rifle, though he did take its mostly full clip. She’d barely had a chance to fire at anyone before being hit. He pulled another pair of pulse grenades from her hip and the sidearm pistol from her ribs. He’d lost his own in a bout of hand-to-hand combat outside, an encounter he’d walked away from unscathed. The same could not be said for his opponent.

More footsteps made him fumble one of the grenades, which rolled under the altar. He was forced to leave it there as he sprinted into an adjacent chamber. Voices whispered and two armored figures crept into the room he’d just left. They spoke English.

“He was here,” the first one said.

“Are you sure you know how to read those sensors?” the second said. “You weren’t just tracking the corpse?”

Noah peered around the corner and saw the second figure lightly kick the downed Kadoma.

“I know the difference between—”

Noah had heard enough. He spun out from the wall and planted his feet. With their backs to him, the shots from the pistol were precise.

A blue flash of light exploded off the back of the helmet of the first figure. The second only had time to curse and pivot around before another pair of blasts dropped him. Now there were three bodies at the foot of the altar. The old gods would have been pleased.

Noah took two steps forward before he heard a click and felt a barrel press into the back of his neck plating.

“Drop it,” came the voice.

Noah shook his head, furious he’d let this happen. He reluctantly chucked his pistol toward the pile of bodies and felt his rifle ripped from his back by a gloved hand. The width of the barrel pressed against him indicated a scattershot housing. The weapon was a close-range killer, perfect for a maze like the temple.

“Nice work,” Noah said.

“Haven’t had a live capture in a while. Much more valuable, they tell me,” said the voice from behind him. Noah started to peer around his shoulder cautiously.

“But you know what?” the voice continued. “I’m not quite sure I care.”

Noah knew enough about who was in that armor to understand what was about to happen next. The scattershot’s trigger was pulled at the exact moment Noah whipped around to knock it sideways with his elbow. The noise was deafening, but he regained his balance and threw a punch into the armored figure’s forearm, causing the gun to clatter to the ground. Immediately, the soldier whipped out a pistol from his belt with his other hand, but Noah blocked his arm and the shot went wide.

Using all of his famed strength, Noah grabbed the soldier’s wrist and neck and shoved him into the opposite wall. Noah wrenched upward, raking the figure along the stone. The soldier’s feet now dangled above the ground. The pistol fell from his grasp, but the moment the metal clinked on the floor, the soldier brought both his knees up and they connected directly with Noah’s chin. Noah staggered backward, eyes full of stars, and the figure dropped to the ground, rubbing his neck where the armor had been bent inward to a painful degree by Noah’s grip.

When he regained his senses, Noah tried to land a haymaker, but only succeeded in splintering the stone behind his target. Pain shot through his two largest knuckles. The soldier was incredibly quick, and caught Noah with a nanosuit-amplified one-two punch to the ribcage, which cracked his armor plating. As he doubled over, the soldier righted him with an uppercut that caused Noah’s helmet display to short out. A second punch detached the helmet from its housing entirely and it bounced haphazardly across the stone floor.

Noah finally managed to block, deflecting a pair of lightning-fast kicks from the smaller figure. On the third attempt, he brought an elbow down on the soldier’s thigh, which caused him to cry out in pain and limp backward. Noah seized on the opportunity and charged. Unfortunately, the nimble, wiry soldier deftly moved sideways and caught Noah by the elbow as he did so. He flung Noah directly into the wall, headfirst, and Noah felt pain explode through his now unarmored skull. He flipped around, barely able to keep his balance. His vision was spotted with red-and-black blotches, but he could see the soldier removing his helmet with one hand, as he pointed the retrieved scattergun at him with the other. The familiar, sneering face slowly came into focus.

“Alright, Erik,” Noah said, panting. “Take me in. You got me.”

Erik’s dark hair was plastered to his forehead with sweat. His bright green eyes stood out against his tanned skin, and burned with a mix of rage and delight.

“As I said, I don’t really do live captures.”

Noah slowly shook his head and extended his hand outward.

“You don’t have to—”

“You lose again, brother,” Erik said as he pulled the trigger. There was a flash of blinding light. Noah saw nothing but darkness.
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Dubai.

The word was on his lips, as it was nearly every time he woke. But as soon as it appeared, it drifted away again, forgotten.

Light crept into his eyes as he opened them, and a blurry face began to take shape. When he recognized it, he couldn’t help but grin, despite the throbbing agony inside his head.

Sakai returned the smile, brushing her long brown hair over the top of her ear. Her facial features took more from her father, a man from the once great Earth-nation of Japan, but her body was her Brazilian mother’s, with light caramel skin and graceful curves at her hips.

“I can’t believe you’re awake already,” she said as her narrow eyes widened in surprise. “The silvercoats said a close-range stun round to an exposed head would have you out for a day at least.”

Noah slowly pulled himself upward and rested on his elbows. His armor had been stripped away and he was clad in his fiber undersuit. He looked around the med bay and saw both teams of his unit being treated for various minor injuries. All had risen from the unconsciousness caused by the stun rounds. The exercise was over. His team had lost again.

He rubbed his eyes and felt a light kiss on his forehead. He smiled at Sakai, who somehow managed to look radiant despite being drenched in sweat and splattered with mud.

“You went out early this time,” he said, swinging his legs off the side of the gurney where he rested. Machines nearby beeped indicators of his vitals.

“Tehran was being an idiot,” she said, exasperated. “I told him they were nested by the log pit, but he wanted to go in anyway. I tried to save his ass, but Quezon fried both of us.”

Quezon was helping his half-sister Kadoma to her feet. He was the only one in the unit who was even close to Noah’s size. He stood only an inch or two shorter than Noah, despite being three years younger, like nearly everyone else was. He met Noah’s eyes and nodded.

“Where’s my brother?” Noah asked.

“Getting ripped by the Watchman,” she replied, failing to mask a smile. “He wanted to see you also when you were awake, but I don’t think he knew you’d be up this soon.”

Noah lumbered to his feet and found his nerves tingling. The stun rounds of combat training weren’t burning plasma, but they packed a hell of a punch that would linger for hours or even days.

“Might as well see what he wants,” Noah said, and bent way down to give the diminutive Sakai a kiss. Everyone was small compared to him, but she was especially so. He knew at least a few of the others had unflattering nicknames for the pair of them, probably concocted by Erik. The rest of Sora knew him by a more grandiose title of honor: the Last Son of Earth. He’d be forever identified by a planet he didn’t even remember.

But the Sorans were determined not to let him forget. That was one of the many purposes of Colony One, living and training quarters established on the continent of Losara for the thirty-eight humans still known collectively as the “Earthborn.” Though Noah was the only one that identifier described accurately. The rest had been birthed in tanks on Sora, assembled from the twelve comatose humans Alpha had brought with him from Earth. In addition to his parents, of course.

And then there was Erik, the First Son of Sora. He was Lucas and Asha’s trueborn son, while Noah had been a stray they’d picked up during their harrowing escape from Earth. Erik was seventeen in the still-used metric of Earth years, with the other Earthborn all sixteen, bred together in a litter.

Noah stepped outside and took in the fresh air, which was a relief from the off-putting antiseptic scent of the med bay. Rolling hills filled with lush pine greenery spread out around him, and the compound itself rose out of the ground ahead.

Colony One was a university, military training ground, and secure dormitory all wrapped up into one. It was built over the ruins of a long-dead holy city destroyed, during one of Sora’s countless wars, nearly thirty thousand years ago. Most of the old architecture had been swallowed by the surrounding foliage, but they still utilized some of the more intact sections for training, like the temple where Noah had just met his fictional end. But most of the buildings around him were shiny and new. The government had spared no expense assembling Colony One for the Earthborn. The thirty-eight of them were far too valuable to simply be allowed to melt into the general public. They’d be targets for fanatics, or at best simply become extinct within a generation. It had been revealed that, despite their nearly identical physical similarities, Soran and human biology were incompatible with one another, and an attempt to reproduce between the races would result in the death of both the child and the mother, of either race.

That was why Colony One was formed. It was supposed to be the foundation for a human-only society that would allow their sub-species to someday grow back to its former glory, many thousands of years from now. In the Colony they were taught about both their current home, Sora, but also their former planet, Earth. Everyone, Noah included, spoke fluent English and Soran. Though English hadn’t been the most commonly spoken language on Earth, it was the tongue of the original Earthborn, Lucas and Asha, so it became adopted as the old planet’s official language. As such, it was taught to everyone in the Colony, student or employee.

They learned the histories of both worlds, though Earth’s past was full of more than a few holes. Everything the Sorans knew about the planet had come from Alpha’s pre-invasion research, and as smart as he was, he hadn’t managed to preserve the complete annals of human history. Still, Noah was fascinated by stories of the major wars of the Romans, Greeks, Huns, Chinese, Germans, and Americans. There was much to learn from them, even if the technology had changed over time.

Unfortunately, the real war, the one with Xala, was still a more pressing concern. It was why they were diligently trained at arms, despite no actual intention to ever send such valuable citizens into battle. But homeworld strikes were still possible, and with humanity on the brink of extinction, they needed to know how to defend themselves, perhaps more than any other civilians on the planet.

Noah walked past the angular, multi-peaked pyramid of the technology nexus and toward the Watchman’s quarters, where he expected to find his brother. He approached a pair of Earthborn, already discharged from med bay, it seemed, and out for a walk on the grounds. Lyon had brown eyes with chestnut curled hair and was spawned from a French father and Australian mother. Veria was Greek-Filipino, her features dark and rich. Each of the tank-borns usually did extensive research into their countries of origin, but it was hard to really feel a sense of national pride given their current circumstances. It was more for curiosity than anything else, and despite different points of origin on the globe, all that mattered was that they were all from Earth. The thirty-eight of them had grown up together here, the last of their kind.

Lyon and Veria had been a pair for as long as he could remember. Both smiled as he reached them.

“Heard your brother really went all out this time,” Lyon said. Lyon had been on the rival squad, and Noah was pretty sure he’d killed him in the opening moments of the conflict, but he didn’t say anything to rub it in.

“Sure did,” Noah said, putting his palm to his still throbbing head.

“He’s a maniac,” Veria bristled as they passed by each other. “He’s going to go too far one of these days and someone’s going to really get hurt.”

In truth, this had already happened many times. Erik’s careless disregard for the rules of engagement had resulted in the hospitalization of a few of the Earthborn. But even major injuries were treatable with the colony’s state-of-the-art med tech and full-time staff of silvercoats. The Watchman kept devising new and more terrible punishments for Erik after each new offense, but he always ended up laughing it off and continued to treat the rules as mere suggestions.

There were plenty of rules in Colony One, namely that everyone be where they were supposed to be, when they were supposed to be there. Meal and rack time was strictly regimented, and everyone was up at 0500 every day. The most important rule, however—one that Erik frequently broke—was that they were not to leave the compound. Colony One wasn’t a prison. There were plenty of field trips for the group, and you could request a special escort to many destinations on the planet. A year or so ago, Sakai learned that there was an ancient library in Ghurain that had a few eighty-thousand-year-old tomes in it. She’d put in a request to visit, and a heavily armed escort had taken her and Noah there for a few days. Their security detail when they were out on such excursions, or even safe inside the colony, was enormous, though there had been only a few attempts of outsiders attempting to invade. Some remnant Fourth Order lunatics had attempted to “cleanse Sora of the plague of humanity.” The most successful among them got about three miles outside the colony before they were shredded by auto-turrets.

Erik was something else though. He was always illegally leaving the compound, either by digitally hacking his way through security or just good old-fashioned sneaking. If he put half as much effort into his coursework as he did his escape attempts, he’d be the top student in the colony. Rather, he was content slipping past security and being scooped up by one of his many rich Soran socialite friends who whisked him away to party until colony guards tracked him down and hauled him back.

For as much as Noah and Erik sparred, they were still brothers in each other’s eyes, despite not sharing genes. Erik would often invite Noah to tag along for his escapes and subsequent debaucherous evenings, but Noah would always refuse. While Erik was brash and bold, Noah was reserved and contemplative and had little interest in such things. He was content to exercise, study, ascend the stairs to the White Spire, or simply spend time with Sakai.

Oddly, of all the rules in place at the colony, fraternization between the genders wasn’t restricted at all. It was practically encouraged. There were no rules about sleeping arrangements, so long as everyone was awake and dressed by the appropriate hour. As such, couples were gradually formed as the Earthborn hit puberty and nature and hormones took over. Sex was commonplace, though all were informed that they had been temporarily sterilized so as not to rapidly explode the human population. Having children at the ages of fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, or even nineteen in Noah’s case, would interfere with their education. There was plenty of time for that later, they were told. This lack of restriction was so they’d learn how to function as a normal society would, once it was time to gradually start rebuilding the human race.

Noah’s stature and rugged appearance had made him a frequent target of the girls in the colony. Not to mention he held something of a place of honor as the famed “Last Son.” But despite their nearly universal affection for him, Noah had been enraptured by only one of them, the enigmatic Sakai. He had been with her and her alone for well over a year now. Despite a lack of official rules regarding relationships, two were universal among the Earthborn themselves. You never pursued someone else who was officially paired (though that had been known to occur), and the tank-borns would obviously never pair with anyone with whom they shared a father or mother. To ask any of them, the idea was simply nauseating. Whether that was a natural reaction or the avoidance had been genetically engineered into them, it was hard to say.

As Noah approached the Watchman’s head office he saw Wuhan, Sakai’s half-brother, leaning against the side of the entryway eating a purple piece of fruit. He still had most of his plating on. Wuhan was Japanese-Chinese, named after a city in one of his parents’ home countries. It was how all of the tank-bred were given their names at birth.

“What are you in for?” Noah asked.

Wuhan shook his head.

“Nothing this time, surprisingly. I’m just here to file a travel request for Rhylos.”

Noah scoffed.

“Good luck. Didn’t he reject you the last three times?”

Wuhan nodded.

“Yeah, but I’ve been kill leader the last few exercises. I’m hoping that wins me some points.”

“It’s won you a target on your back from everyone else,” Noah said.

Wuhan shrugged and flicked the pit of the fruit into the brush.

“Well, the only ones I’m scared of are you, and you’re on my squad, and your brother. But lucky for all of us, he doesn’t seem to take the exercises seriously. God help us if he ever does.”

“He did today,” Noah said.

Wuhan winced.

“Yeah, I heard. Scattergun to a naked cranium? How are you conscious right now?”

“Kyneth’s blessing,” Noah replied with a smile.

Wuhan rolled his eyes.

“Sure. Anyway, I’m pretty sure your thing takes priority over mine. I can hear the yelling from here.”

Wuhan stepped aside and Noah entered the Watchman’s quarters. The walls were sterile, devoid of anything resembling decoration. Noah followed the sound echoing off the metal walls until he found what he was looking for.

Erik stood stiffly with his arms behind his back as Watchman Tannon Vale was berating him. Despite the older man’s intensity, Erik’s gaze was fixed past Vale and out the window, which overlooked the eastern mountains. He looked bored. Tannon didn’t stop when he saw Noah enter, and continued his tirade.

“—and where in our combat scrolls does it say anything about executing prisoners at point-blank range? And with a scattergun? You could have given your brother brain damage!”

“He’s a tough guy, Watchman,” Erik said diplomatically. He always regarded Tannon very formally, but his tone usually carried a sharp tinge of sarcasm.

“As miraculous as it is that he’s standing here now, that’s not the point. You’re a danger to yourself and everyone in this colony when you refuse to respect the laws that have been put in place for your protection. You’ll run the circuit a dozen times tonight before lights out and think about that.”

“Requesting permission to be expelled from the colony, Watchman,” Erik said, still standing at attention in his full armor plating.

“If only I could,” said Tannon. “But you know better than that. Just don’t let this fixation you have with provoking your brother go any further. One of these days he’ll have had enough and make you wish you hadn’t.”

“He tried today, Watchman,” Erik said, a faint smile crossing his lips.

“Noah,” Tannon said, addressing him for the first time, “Try harder next time. Maybe you can teach him a lesson that I can’t.”

“Yes, Watchman,” Noah replied, also now standing at attention.

“At ease,” Tannon said. “I didn’t call you here about this.”

Erik glanced at Noah. Standing side by side, the two couldn’t be more opposite. Noah was tall and thick with muscle. He had buzzed sandy-blond hair and oceanic blue eyes. His cropped undersuit revealed the large burn that spread across his shoulder and arm, a remnant from a homeworld he couldn’t remember.

Erik was a combination of the two greatest heroes of the era. He had Lucas’s hard jawline, nose, and mouth, but the rest of him was all Asha, with her wild black hair and piercing green eyes. Two years younger than Noah, he was almost a foot shorter. But he was lean and hard and spry. When he wanted to be, he was the best fighter in the colony and was smart as a whip to boot. Too smart for his own good, his instructors often said.

“What is it, Watchman Vale?” Noah asked.

Tannon sat down behind a sprawling desk alive with holographic displays. He looked tired, and his age was finally starting to show, which was rare in Soran culture. His short reign as High Chancellor had taken a lot out of him. He’d devoted nearly his entire few years in office to first distancing himself from the crimes of his sister, who was discovered to have committed genocide and treason on a shocking scale before her death at the hands of the rebel Hex Tulwar. Tannon knew nothing about her crimes at the time, and had barely gotten the trust of the public back. But the Vale name was forever tarnished after Talis’s sins. The new High Chancellor, Madric Stoller, had granted him the position of first watchman at Colony One, supervising and training the young Earthborn. Some saw it as less of an honor and more of a form of exile. It was often a difficult job, but Tannon said it still felt like retirement compared to serving as an admiral or ruling as High Chancellor.

His last act before abdicating office was to clear the names of Lucas and Asha as supposed conspirators working with Hex Tulwar and the Fourth Order to assassinate his sister and destabilize the planet. He tasked the smartest living being he knew with the job of unraveling Tulwar’s attempt to frame them. Alpha relished the opportunity to clear his friends’ names and spent months of painstaking work piecing together video and audio tracks that the now-dead Tulwar believed he’d completely wiped from the palace security feeds. What he had manipulated to make the Earthborn look guilty, Alpha unwound to show the truth. Tulwar alone was the traitor, and Lucas and Asha were exactly who they claimed to be. It was a relief for a world desperately in need of heroes. Though some still reviled the Earthborn, and probably always would, most continued to see them as a symbol of hope in the endless war with Xala. When it was revealed what they’d done on Xala during the Battle of Altoria, the public at large went back to worshipping them.

“They want you for the anniversary this year,” Tannon said. “Stoller himself made the request.”

Erik cursed under his breath.

“Again?”

The anniversary of Altoria was coming up in a few days time. The battle was named after the green gas planet in the Soran solar system where the two massive fleets had clashed all those years ago. It was when Lucas, Asha, Alpha, Zeta, and Mars Maston traveled to Xala itself to spark the Xalan uprising and disrupt the enemy’s communications. Only through their work had the Soran fleet been able to break the Xalans in the black of space, barely three billion miles away from Sora itself. The shattered enemy force limped out of the system only to find all their colony planets in open revolt when they returned. Their citizens had learned the truth Alpha’s father had uncovered before his death. The premise of the entire interstellar war was built on a lie that Xalans were a sovereign race with a homeworld destroyed by Sora, when in fact they had been slaves genetically engineered from Sorans themselves, mercifully banished to the barren world after a violent uprising.

“I thought the point of living here is that we can be zoo animals with no visitors,” Erik continued, losing his formal tone.

“The people need reassurance the next generation of Earthborn are still our committed allies. It’s a symbolic gesture that unites our two planets.” Tannon didn’t sound particularly convinced himself.

“We don’t have a planet, Watchman,” Erik shot back. Tannon glowered at him.

“From what I can tell, you like the spotlight,” Tannon said. He pulled up a feed of the Stream that was playing a video of a drunken Erik at a nightclub in downtown Elyria with his friends a few weeks earlier. A scantily clad Soran girl was tucked under each of his arms. He stumbled and fell, pulling both down with him.

“I didn’t know you were a frequenter of the gossip feeds, Watchman,” Erik said with a sly smile.

“Only when it involves one of my charges illegally going off-site where any madman could murder or abduct him,” Tannon said, annoyed.

“They can try,” Erik said coldly.

“When do we leave, Watchman?” Noah asked, eager to get out of the colony, no matter the reason. It had been too long.

“Tomorrow. And no, you can’t bring Sakai, so don’t even ask.”

Noah figured as much, but knew she’d be disappointed. Sakai loved Elyria. A holographic photo of the two of them at a state dinner in the Grand Palace’s throne room had a permanent place next to her bed.

“I’m heading off-world for some sort of damned summit, so I won’t be here when you get back,” Tannon continued. “But I’ve told security to keep extra eyes on you,” he said, glaring at Erik.

“Is that all, Watchman?” Erik said, assuredly eager to return to whichever Earthborn girl he was currently sleeping with. Was it Penza or Tula now?

“Dismissed,” said Tannon.

There were three full moons as Noah ran the thousand-stair climb toward the White Spire that night. In truth, it was actually 1,653 stairs—Noah had counted—but that didn’t roll off the tongue as easily, he supposed.

Sakai was sleeping when he stole away for one of his many midnight runs to the spire. She’d come with him a few times, but after a hard day’s training, climbing that high to pray at a temple to gods she didn’t even believe in was usually the last thing she wanted.

The White Spire was the oldest building in the entire compound and was placed high up on the backside of a mountain. It was still under the protection of Colony One’s security, but far removed from everything else. The temple was perfectly intact, unlike other similar structures that lay in ruins on the colony grounds below. The faithful always believed it was because the gods had blessed it, keeping it safe from harm for untold millennia. But chances were it was simply too far from any possible conflict, and it had been prevented from falling into natural decay by Zurana’s Anointed, who had lived there for as long as the structure had existed. They weren’t immortal, but their order was devoted, and when one sister died they’d send another in her place. As they all wore white woven veils at all times, it was impossible to tell who was a new recruit or a two-hundred-year-old crone, other than perhaps by judging their gait as they moved through the stone corridors.

Noah reached the 1,653rd step and gazed up at the glorious structure before him. The White Spire was actually many spires, all carved from stone, that thrust hundreds of feet upward into the night sky. From a distance, they looked like a single unit. All the building’s stone was white marble, and it was hard to believe how long the temple had stood intact. Before Colony One had been established, many faithful would make pilgrimages to the spire, and they were dismayed now that they no longer could. It was one of the oldest sites of worship on the planet.

Two colony guards nodded curtly at Noah as he entered the temple. Both were heavily armored and armed, as the spire was in a rather exposed location. There were even more guards inside.

Noah couldn’t really explain how he’d come to appreciate the faith of the people who had once tried to kill his parents and frame them for murder and treason. He’d studied all the religions of both Earth and Sora, but was inexplicably drawn to the Tomes of the Forest and the knowledge they contained. When he first reached the White Spire years ago, he felt a peace he couldn’t explain, and he had been coming to pray ever since. No, he didn’t know if the First Man and Woman, Kyneth and Zurana, were actually sitting on oak thrones listening to him, but it made him feel better all the same.

There were no other patrons that night. He’d spotted Quezon up here a few times in recent weeks, but the chapel floor was currently vacant. Round, flat stones rose out of the ground, all curved around a central towering statue of Zurana, the First Woman herself.

Noah took up a kneeling position on one of the stones. Many of the white-robed and veiled sisters were doing the same, but others were attending to unlit candles or sweeping the floor with wiry brooms. Coming here was like stepping back in time thirty thousand years. Almost nothing had changed in that span, right down to the sisters’ holy garments and the carefully arranged pattern of the prayer stones.

Sitting back on his heels, Noah placed his hands on his thighs and lifted his head toward the vaulted ceiling. He spoke in a whisper.

“Zurana, hear my prayer. Protect our colony from those who would do us harm. Guard Erik and me on our journey tomorrow. Bless our soldiers in the field, and their families still at home.”

He paused.

“Keep Asha safe, wherever she may be. May she find whatever she’s looking for.”

Noah knew where Asha was supposed to be. The official word was that she was back on Makari, helping the Oni there shake off the last remnants of Xalan occupation. The colony there had given birth to the quickest and most volatile uprising, with a large Xalan resistance force already in place and a native human population to agitate things further.

But whether Asha was there or not was anyone’s guess.

Things had been good for a few years, which Noah could still remember. Asha had returned home from Xala injured, but alive. With Lucas gone, she did her best to be a mother to him and Erik. They lived in exile, as Tannon and Alpha were still trying to clear the Earthborn for their supposed crimes, but they had each other, and that was enough. Noah’s memories from that time were faint, but warm.

Eventually, when Noah was seven and the Earthborn were absolved, Asha was called back into service as the war escalated. Noah and Erik were brought to the newly built Colony One and assigned caretakers and tutors during their formative years. Asha was out on assignment frequently, stopping by the colony to see the boys when she could. But over time, her missions became longer, her visits more spread out. When they saw her a few years back, she was distraught and wouldn’t speak about where she’d been. Later, it was Alpha who told them that she’d been caught trying to commandeer a long-range null core in order to travel to Xala to look for Lucas.

Noah confronted her about it, and she confessed that she never believed Lucas was dead. If only they would just let her have a ship, she swore she could find him.

It was heartbreaking to hear her say those things with such conviction. But it was also worrisome, an indicator she might literally be losing her mind. Whether she was actually on Makari right now or cruising toward Xala in a stolen spaceship, Noah had no idea. But either way, she wouldn’t be at the anniversary ceremony tomorrow, as she hadn’t for the last ten years or so.

When Noah prayed for her to find what she was looking for, he didn’t mean the long-dead Lucas. He meant peace of mind, something that seemed to forever elude her.

Noah fell into a deep, meditative state after finishing his verbal prayers, as was traditional for the faithful. The world fell away around him, and his mind was full of light and color and nothing else. Then someone whispered in his ear.

Dubai.

Noah jumped, turning around from side to side to see who had spoken. But there was no one. Even the praying sisters were gone now. Continuing to scan the room, he caught a glimpse of one veiled sister staring at him through a half-open doorway across the chapel. As soon as he noticed her, she scurried out of sight. But she was too far away to have been next to him a half second ago.

He didn’t understand why the word had kept coming to him in dreams the past few weeks, and this was the first time he’d heard it during prayer. It sounded familiar for some reason, but he couldn’t place where he’d heard it before.

The ice moon passed over the middle skylight of the cathedral. The hour was late. Noah’s sore legs were thankful that the trip down the stairs was much easier than the way up. As he left, he still felt like he was being watched, a familiar feeling during his time spent at the spire.

Noah gazed up into the trillions of stars as he stepped outside.

May the gods save you, Asha. Wherever you are.
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Noah woke at 0430 and found Sakai crippled with abdominal pain. It wasn’t a cause for concern; these issues cropped up every so often around the colony. The silvercoats deemed it a forest parasite they couldn’t vaccinate against. They’d give her some meds, tell her to rest, and she’d be back to 100 percent soon after. In this instance, however, it did serve to reassure her that she couldn’t have gone with Noah to Elyria even if it was allowed, which was some small comfort to her.

“Be safe,” she said as she flattened his high-collared formal jacket against his chest. He could see her trying to hide the pain she felt in each movement, but still, she smiled. Noah had mercifully avoided the parasite so far.

Noah let her crawl back into bed, grabbed his travel case, and set out toward the colony docking bay.

The shuttle was already waiting for him, as were the two heavily armed escort ships that would accompany them to Elyria. A guard took his case from him and the hatch of the shuttle opened upward with a hiss. Noah was surprised at who he found inside.

“Hi Theta, I didn’t realize you were coming.”

Alpha’s daughter was sitting across from him with her claws perched delicately on her knees. She had the coveted white coloring of her mother, Zeta, but the gold pupil rings of her father. She was how old now? Thirteen? Her translator collar had been tuned to a higher-pitched tone to match her youth, though there were still traces of a metallic echo.

“Hello Noah, I hope my presence isn’t an inconvenience for you or your brother,” she said meekly.

“Of course not. We’re glad to have you,” Noah replied, though Erik was still nowhere to be found inside the shuttle. “Are you coming to see Alpha?”

Theta nodded.

“Yes, and I believe he requested a visit from the pair of you as well.”

Noah took a seat across from the Xalan. Even though she was far younger than he was, she was only a few inches shorter. Once she was fully grown, he knew he would be looking up to her.

Theta was wise beyond her years as well, and was unquestionably the smartest being employed at the colony. Even at her young age she ran the technology nexus almost single-handedly, teaching the Earthborn both Soran and Xalan schools of science and working on government projects in her free time. Many assignments had her partnering with her parents, as they could easily collaborate from afar. Her presence in the colony was meant to keep her safe. She couldn’t stay on any of the Xalan worlds, which were all too unstable and far away from her parents. At the colony, she was meant to socialize with the Earthborn, who were somewhat close to her age, even if they were of a completely different species. She was shy, but well-liked by the group as an instructor. Noah in particular had made an effort to reach out to her over the last few years since she’d arrived, but to this day she still seemed afraid to think of him as a friend.

“Alright, let’s get a move on,” said Erik as he spilled into the seat next to Theta, not even glancing in her direction. He was in similar formalwear to Noah, but his pants and coat were horribly wrinkled and smelled unwashed. Noah supposed he’d worn them out during one of his many mini-vacations away from the colony.

“Hello, Erik,” Theta said at a volume that registered just above a whisper.

Erik turned to look at her, just now seeming to notice she was there. Only he could overlook a six-foot-tall Xalan sitting next to him.

“Oh, hey,” he replied, but it was enough to make Theta’s white cheeks turn the slightest shade of pink. It was obvious to most that Theta had some sort of affection for Erik, though she never admitted as much. Erik likely had some idea, which was why he was always asking her for favors. Sometimes it was coursework extensions or equipment upgrades, but Noah had a feeling that when the colony’s security grid magically went dark in one quadrant while Erik snuck out, it was her untraceable handiwork.

The hovercraft began to rise and Noah watched the colony fall away behind a six-inch-thick indestructible viewscreen. The two military escort craft could be seen on either side of them, and their own pilot had the dividing screen up. The guards weren’t supposed to get friendly with the Earthborn, lest they be emotionally compromised when it came to their protection. They often came off as cold as a result, but any one of them would trade their life for one of the Earthborn in a heartbeat if need be.

They ascended up the side of the dark mountain that housed the White Spire, and Noah watched it as they passed. Small, pale figures milled around in the gardens and soon turned into mere specks.

From this distance, the colony did look a little like a prison, only the walls were a thick canopy of trees and the closest city was three hundred miles away. Yes, they could leave, but only under heavily armed guard, the way captives would. However, life at the colony had plenty of freedoms to go with its restrictions, and at times it was almost too comfortable. Men younger than Noah were fighting and dying out there in deep space and on foreign worlds, yet he was waking up each day with a beautiful girl under his arm and a full staff of Sorans dedicated to his education and fitness. Lucas and Asha had been allowed to contribute to the war effort. Why couldn’t he? He’d broached the subject many times with Tannon, but was met with increasing hostility each time he brought it up. Noah came to realize that Tannon felt somewhat responsible for Lucas’s death, and he had no plans to let either of his sons meet the same fate. Noah could understand his position, but it didn’t make the situation any less frustrating.

If Erik felt the same way about their removal from the war, he didn’t let on. Truth was, Noah and Erik rarely had anything approaching a serious conversation. Erik never wanted to talk about their parents and seemed to resent them, both living and dead. Lucas had died so that they, and the rest of Sora, would survive. It was hard to hate him for that, but he was gone all the same, and they’d grown up with half a parent at best. Asha had tried, but thought the colony would raise them better than she could. Now she was off on her fool’s quest chasing after a ghost, and the brothers simply had to deal with her absence. It wasn’t just Erik who resented them. Sometimes, Noah had to admit that to himself.

A few hours later, Noah found himself staring up at his father. Lucas’s monument was a hundred feet tall and carved entirely out of one mammoth piece of stone, as were all the other statues that lined the promenade of the Grand Palace. The first two, all the way down by the entrance, were of Kyneth and Zurana themselves. Then, in pairs, the rest watched over the long, ancient path to Elyria. There was Ruul the Conqueror, Ayl the Lord of Starlight, Ulissa Cliffbreaker, Merenes the Martyr, Sha’len the Holy, and dozens more, all known as the greatest warriors of their era and the heroes of tales told to Soran children worldwide.

Now, two new pedestals had been erected. To Noah’s right stood Lucas, clad in Guardian armor, clutching his famed rifle, Natalie. To Noah’s left was the towering form of Mars Maston, the famous commander and his father’s friend, who was also killed on the mission to Xala. Maston met Lucas’s gaze, his arms folded and a pistol dangling from his hip.

Noah could remember seeing Lucas’s face in person only through deep concentration. He’d been so young when Lucas had left for Xala; there were just mere glimpses of him lodged in his mind, and he wasn’t even sure if those were real. For all he knew, he could have subconsciously absorbed them through the endless number of times Lucas’s face was cycled through the Stream.

He remembered being very cold in a wooden house with a fireplace. Sitting on Lucas’s lap, his father was telling him something, but he could never hear his voice. Rather, Noah had to be content with the farewell Lucas had recorded on his Final before he’d landed on Xala. Noah used to watch it every day when he was little. Then it was once a week. Then once a month. Now, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d played it, or even where the file was saved in his datacluster. But by this point he’d memorized most of it.

“Lead them,” his father had said in the video, assuming Sora would revere the young Noah someday.

“And look out for your mother and brother.”

It made Noah sad to think he’d failed to do either. Asha was racing through the stars with an apparent death wish. Erik pursued every possible chance to rebel, and hardly looked up to his quiet big brother in any way other than literal. Sora adored Noah from afar, but the only thing he’d managed to lead so far had been the tiny cluster of Earthborn at the colony. Even then he still answered to a slew of instructors, guards, and Watchman Vale.

Noah hadn’t been paying attention to whatever Madric Stoller was saying, nor to the massive crowd that was assembled before them. Mercifully, they weren’t making him speak this year. He was just supposed to be scenery, a reminder that the offspring of the Earthborn were still alive and well and contributing members of society. Though that last bit was certainly a farce.

Stoller winning the High Chancellorship had made him twenty years younger, somehow. He’d easily shed fifty pounds, but was still built like a tree trunk. Even at well over a hundred years old he hadn’t allowed his mustache and hair to turn white, and likely never would. The man had simply stopped aging thanks to the best treatments and genes money could buy, as well as quite a few new replacement organs along the way, if the rumors were true.

Since his rise to power, Stoller had brought something of an iron fist down on Sora. His first priority after taking office had been to make sure any and all government opposition groups were smashed and dismantled. He claimed it was to avoid another Fourth Order nightmare scenario, where they had collaborated with the Xalans to subvert the Soran government. But if the Stream was accurate, there were reports that even peaceful antigovernment organizations were being harassed and their leaders were mysteriously disappearing. These days the Stream didn’t say much to that effect, but Noah suspected it was because Stoller had taken a more personal investment in what did or didn’t air on the Stream regarding his administration. A few overly critical newsmen had ended up missing as well. Still, the people celebrated Stoller’s rule as a return to order for a planet thrown into chaos by Talis Vale’s treachery. With internal strife quelled by force, Sora’s full attention could be devoted to the more urgent war with Xala.

Noah hadn’t had much personal interaction with Stoller himself other than at state affairs where he was pressed about colony life or recent sakala highlights as small talk. Rather, Noah was more familiar with Stoller’s son, Finn, who had taken a shine to Erik and was one of his more frequent partying pals whenever his brother made his escapes. Finn was present on the promenade and was whispering to Erik as his father spoke. Mercifully, he looked nothing like the elder Stoller, and instead had rather angular features with light auburn hair and blue eyes. He was thin as a rail, but was handsome enough thanks to a combination of good genes from his now-deceased actress mother and better genes that Stoller had paid a fortune to inject into his embryo, as the rich so often did with their progenies. Noah didn’t particularly care for Finn. He credited him as a bad influence on Erik, but he had to concede that maybe it was the other way around.

Noah looked up at the statue of his father once more. High Chancellor Stoller had claimed that he and Lucas were good friends, and he used that to his benefit whenever possible, always invoking the fallen war hero’s name when it was required to make a political point. “And I know if Lucas, Savior of Sora, were here today, he would be proud of the way our military has secured his adopted homeworld, and how we’ve driven the monstrous Xalan hordes back to their dying planet.”

Funny, Noah had never heard Stoller refer to Alpha or Zeta as the “Saviors of Sora,” despite the fact that it was their work that sparked the Xalan colony uprisings. But he supposed they were part of “monstrous horde,” and couldn’t be given such credit. He was glad Theta wasn’t there to hear this.

Noah wondered what Lucas would actually make of all this if he were standing next to him, not as a statue, but in the flesh. It was hard to know the mind of a man he could barely remember meeting. All he had were stories and all those seemed to say that Lucas probably wouldn’t like Stoller’s chancellorship very much at all.

Stoller said something else, then motioned toward Noah and Erik. The crowd gathered before them went wild, letting out cheers and raising fists in the air. The brothers shared a knowing look, but each forced a smile for the swirling camerabots. They might as well just make the next pair of statues the two of them, so they wouldn’t have to keep coming to these things.

Thankfully, Noah and Erik were allowed to skip the stuffy dinner at the Grand Palace following the ceremony. Though Noah remembered snippets of his time spent living at the palace in his youth, he wasn’t particularly fond of visiting after Tannon Vale had left office and Madric Stoller sat in the metaphorical throne. Instead, Erik convinced their escort to swing by downtown Elyria for a rack of roasted Yutta ribs, which they ate on the ride to their final destination.

A few miles outside Elyria, the Merenes Military Base was very old but was constantly being upgraded to maintain its distinction as the most advanced weapons research facility on the planet. Though Alpha worked at many installations both on- and off-world, this was his most frequent haunt.

A pair of Soran Defense Initiative dreadnoughts were docked at the base when they arrived, each getting fitted for their pair of white null cores. It had taken just over a decade to synthesize the proper element that allowed Sora’s SDI troops to travel further and faster in space than ever before. It was perhaps Alpha’s most valuable contribution to the Soran war effort. It allowed Sora’s ships not only to respond to Xalan threats faster but also to reach their enemy’s five conquered colony worlds—all once inhabited by human civilizations in millennia past—to assist in the uprisings that were taking place there.

The Xalans had possessed the advanced technology of the white null core for ages, and it allowed them to expand without consequence and gain the upper hand in the war, even against such a resource-rich planet as Sora. The white core was also what allowed them to invade Noah’s homeworld of Earth in the first place. The fact that Alpha had gifted the knowledge to the Sorans should have gotten him his own statue, but the Xalan didn’t care about such things. The SDI had spent the last five years fitting every possible ship with a white core. Winning the war on the back of that advancement would be reward enough for Alpha, he always said. Still, neither he nor the SDI were satisfied with just faster ships, and he’d been designing weapons and defense systems for them in the interim while the null element synthesized.

Their hovercraft landed and Theta was there to meet them at the gate.

“I trust your event was suitably exciting?” she asked, her gold eyes darting between them.

“Oh, it was a joy,” replied Erik as he carelessly tossed a Yutta bone to the ground.

“I am delighted to hear it,” answered Theta, who still hadn’t managed to grasp the concept of sarcasm. Noah knew that Theta would have loved to have been in attendance on the palace promenade—a place she’d more than once remarked was breathtaking—but of course Stoller would never allow that.

“My father will be pleased to see you,” she said, motioning them to come inside. “He is always renewed by your visits.”

Alpha’s section of the base was blocked by endless security checkpoints, all of which they were waved through after careful molecular screening. Their Earth DNA was something of an all-access pass in and of itself most places, though the rest of the Earthborn wouldn’t be privileged to see this base if they were visiting. It was one of the most secure installations on the planet.

They passed rows and rows of rooms where Alpha’s assigned Soran technicians were bringing his many projects to life. Noah saw prototype energy weapons test fired and hulking mech suits stumbling around, but most doors were locked tight, embedded in thick walls with no windows.

The final door at the end of the hall led to a massive circular chamber. It was a far cry from the sort of cramped quarters Alpha was normally known to work in, but he’d done his best to make it crowded by filling the room with mountains of machinery. Noah didn’t know what more than one or two devices around him actually did, even with Theta’s technological tutoring.

Alpha stood up from behind his massive curved desk when he saw them.

“Greetings!” he said heartily and walked around to welcome each of them with a claw clasp to the shoulder. Noah heard the seams in Eric’s jacket rip and saw him wince. Alpha had probably inadvertently broken skin with the six-fingered metal appendage that had replaced his lost left hand.

Alpha released his grip and played with a few controls, which powered down some of the noisier machines in the room.

“How goes the war?” Noah asked. Alpha wasn’t technically supposed to tell them, nor was he technically supposed to know certain sensitive information, but the Sorans simply had no way of restricting his access to their databases with how plugged in he was to their systems. They simply had to trust him. And in turn, he trusted them.

“The Xalan Council is proving surprisingly resilient, considering I watched them all perish years ago at the hands of the Desecrator. Though the resistance has made many colonies catch fire, there is still an order to the military I do not comprehend. Logic dictates a new council now rules in the old one’s stead, yet the communications Zeta has intercepted say nothing to that effect. It is as if the Xalan forces are being guided by ghosts. Each commander and general operates independently, yet they retain a huge amount of coordination and control with their forces. It defies reason.”

“What about Makari?”

Alpha nodded and pulled up a video feed. Contained within was footage of the human-equivalent Oni living in ruined Xalan bases and cities. They were the only colony planet with a surviving human population, however small. Periodically in the video, a Xalan or two would wander through the streets who had to be resistance or civilian.

“The chieftain Toruk managed to unite the last of the Oni clans and has come to the aid of the resistance. The native population coupled with the uprising has been enough to purge the whole of the planet of Xalan forces. The fleeing troops have been picked off by Soran blockades, and now transports are bringing food and relief to the surface. Zeta is onboard one of them.”

Noah glanced at Theta who looked a touch forlorn. Perhaps she thought she’d be able to see her mother during this visit. Granted they saw each other often, but video feed communication came with a certain degree of sterility, especially when Xalans were concerned.

“Where’s Asha?” Erik interjected. “I thought she was on Makari.”

Alpha flipped through some more footage.

“She was present for the battle at Moonwater Bay.”

The video footage showed the blurry, small shape of a woman on a beach cutting through Xalan armor, surrounded by legions of dark-skinned Oni.

“But she has since been reassigned.”

“Reassigned where?” Erik asked.

Alpha brought up another screen and scrolled through a flurry of symbols.

“Ah, she has been tasked with tracking and eliminating the Black Corsair.”

Erik and Noah looked at each other. Noah shrugged. Alpha read their minds.

“The general public is not being told about the Corsair, though whispers are spreading.”

“Who is he?”

Alpha tapped a file marked “classified.”

“Unknown. Data points to a Chosen Shadow, but one with a taste for extreme brutality.”

“Is there any other kind?” Erik asked disdainfully.

“It would seem to be a unique case. The Corsair has wreaked havoc on supply lines over the past few months. He completely cut off food relief to the Soran asteroid colony in the Eroch System. The entire base starved to death, and the supply ships meant to reach them were found drifting in the asteroid field full of psionically dismembered corpses. The Corsair’s ship was nowhere to be found, and all data drives onboard the Soran vessels were erased completely, leaving no record of his raid.”

Noah was incredulous.

“This is one ship, and one Xalan?”

“It is not known if he has a crew with him, though yes, he does have a single ship. Cloaked and incredibly fast. He has been spotted in systems that should be months apart mere days after his previous strike.”

“A new type of core?” Noah asked.

“I see no other explanation, though I cannot comprehend the physics behind it. Nor who on Xala would be capable of creating such a thing.”

“And they’re sending Asha after him?” Erik asked with concern.

“She volunteered. The Corsair butchered one of the first Soran relief fleets heading to Makari, which is when the SDI began to deem him a pressing threat. The last I heard, Asha was attempting to track him through the Kettler Quadrant.”

“She’s got a goddamn death wish,” said Erik under his breath, visibly annoyed. Noah was similarly unsettled.

“Tell them about Earth, father,” Theta chimed in from behind them, attempting to change the subject.

Alpha’s eyes widened.

“Ah yes. I am surprised you did not ask sooner. This way.”

He led them around a corner to a holotable projecting a large globe of their former planet, but it looked very different than any version of it they’d seen before. There were wisps of white clouds across the brown landscape. But more pressingly, there were splashes of blue underneath them. The datestamp was current.

“Is that … water?” Noah asked, his eyes widening.

A few years earlier, Alpha had informed them that temperatures on Earth were beginning to normalize. After reaching incredible levels of heat after the Xalan invasion and resulting nuclear war, which seared the last life off the planet, temperatures gradually began to drop years later. Alpha mused that Earth was somehow beginning to heal itself after the shock of the human-Xalan war that had devastated its surface. The ozone was reforming, the air clearing. Alpha couldn’t rule out that the Xalans had managed to artificially create this new state in an attempt to salvage a planet that would have been a great prize of war had they not completely destroyed it during their assault.

“Rain has begun to fall in certain areas of Earth over the past few months,” Alpha said. “Nourishing rain, not the corrosive variety that plagued the planet in its final days. The oceans remain mostly dry, but certain lakes are retaining water in areas with particularly severe downpours.”

Noah was amazed. First habitable temperatures, now actual water?

“The Xalans have minimal forces on the ground and in orbit, but the SDI followed them. There have been a few skirmishes outside the planet’s atmosphere and on the surface, but both Sora and Xala seem to be devoting few resources to investigate. Even with small amounts of pure water that could be used as fuel, Earth has almost no tactical significance in the larger war. I do not understand why Xalans are there at all, in fact. It would seem to be an inefficient use of resources. I am also picking up a few energy signatures on and around the planet I cannot identify.”

Alpha looked up at the map, which pulsed with colorful dots.

“In any case, when the war concludes, I thought you would enjoy knowing that perhaps one day you may visit your homeworld again. It truly was a beautiful place before its annihilation. Perhaps someday it may be again.”

Noah stared at the unfamiliar rock. In a few places where the barren oceans were starting to fill in with water, it created odd continental shapes that weren’t at all what the planet used to look like, if the history scrolls were accurate. It was turning into a new world. But new or old, it would never feel like home to him. He seldom spoke of it, but Noah only truly had one memory of Earth.

Fire.
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Noah winced as Wuhan’s staff cracked across his forehead. The hammer was heavy to wield, and not the most effective weapon for blocking. For every strike he deflected from the lightning-fast wooden staff, another three would land. He was fortunate Wuhan’s weapon lacked the usual blades that would accompany its tips, otherwise he might have already lost a few facial features.

The other Earthborn were gathered in a wide circle around them, and instructors were shouting advice as they fought. Parry! Thrust! Low! High! It was simply too much to process, and Noah took a dashing strike to the chest that sent him stumbling backwards. Wuhan grinned before attacking with a wheelhouse kick that Noah managed to negate with his forearm.

The hammer was slow, but Noah had adopted it as his melee weapon of choice nonetheless. He read about how the ancient Yalos warriors would tear through villages and strongholds using their mighty warhammers, crushing armor and bone and stone alike with their colossal strength. They conquered a third of the world in their time, before Haleo the Wise decimated their empire once he invented gunpowder. Still, for someone possessing as much raw strength as Noah, the hammer kept its allure. His training maul was made of graftstone and tulwood, not anything nearly as formidable as allium or darksteel, but it was still solid enough to leave an impression.

Wuhan whipped his staff around, and it took every bit of Noah’s minimal speed to avoid more strikes to the head. Wuhan had seemingly limitless energy in combat, but Noah did see him starting to sweat. The blows Wuhan had landed on him would have felled any other combatant, but Noah still stood, patiently waiting for his moment.

Noah wiped a trickle of blood from his forehead as he circled Wuhan, who was now being more reserved with his strikes to avoid fatigue. Behind him, Noah could see Erik sitting on the amphitheater’s carved stone sidelines, talking to Theta of all people. The two were whispering back and forth while Erik’s latest Earthborn devotee, Penza, sat on the other side of him. She was a tall, leggy blond from Russian and Danish stock, with ghostly pale skin and sky-blue eyes that looked rather bored at present. She didn’t seem terribly amused at being ignored for a Xalan. What were Erik and Theta talking about? Most days Erik barely acknowledged her existence.

Half the crowd roared when Wuhan caught Noah in the gut with a half moon strike. The other half cheered when Noah retaliated with an uppercut with the butt of the hammer. Poor Sakai remained silent when either of them was struck, not wanting to cheer for injury inflicted on either her pair or her half-brother. Erik, meanwhile, took a break from talking to Theta when either took a savage blow to cheer because he just seemed to like watching people get hurt. He was still nursing a rapidly swelling black eye from his earlier bout with Heraklion, but his foe had fared worse and was currently unconscious in the med bay.

Noah had fought Wuhan more than a few times, and certain patterns began to make themselves known in his fighting style. Noah deftly dodged a downward strike to his right, then countered with a hard cross swing that hit Wuhan in the shoulder and sent him staggering to the side. Wuhan countered with a sweep to Noah’s knee, but the move was anticipated. Noah raised his foot and slammed down on the staff with all his might when it arrived, snapping the wood with a crack. Wuhan had just enough time to look surprised when the graftstone head of the maul slammed into his chest, imploding the fiberslate plating and sending him flying backward into the dust. When Noah reached him, he was writhing around coughing, attempting to reclaim some of the air that had been pulverized out of his lungs. When Noah’s swings did land, the results of his strength combined with the brute force of the hammer were devastating. He offered Wuhan his hand as the instructors waved their arms to call the fight in his favor.

“Kyneth’s blessing?” Wuhan asked as he got to his feet, clutching his chest.

“Must be,” Noah said with a smile. He glanced over at Erik who, still deep in conversation with Theta, hadn’t even seen his winning blow. Penza was now tugging on his arm in an effort to pry him away from her, and was starting to look more than a little annoyed.

Noah was still breathing heavily after the fight and let the hammer slip from his grasp and land upright on the ground with a thud. The weapon was three feet long. He didn’t know how much the rectangular stone head weighed, but nearly no one other than him could effectively wield it in combat. His size might not have been great for dodging plasma, but it proved useful on days like today. Wuhan crumpled down next to Sakai, and both simply shook their heads at Noah. Thankfully, both were masking smiles. He felt a clap on his burned shoulder.

“Good fight, brother,” Erik said with a grin. “Swing that thing enough and you’ll hit someone eventually, I guess.”

Noah just rolled his eyes and continued walking toward the med bay, where he could acquire a few liquid stitches for his forehead. Erik kept pace with him and began to speak in a hushed tone.

“So I’m out of here tonight,” he whispered. “Finn’s picking me up near the south gate in his Shatterstar at 0200.”

It was clear now why Erik had been talking to Theta.

“You’re going to get her in trouble one of these days,” Noah said, annoyed.

“Who?” Erik asked with a puzzled look. “Anyway, you should come.”

“You know that—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know you’re a black hole of fun, but this is different. We’re going to Mark’s Mission.”

Noah stared blankly at him.

“Oh, come on,” Erik continued. “Mark’s Mission? The casino supersatellite orbiting the Talosi Colony in the Deca Quadrant?”

That made Noah stop walking.

“You’re going to an entirely different quadrant? Are you insane? The Watchman will crucify you.”

Erik stopped as well and stared out into the forest past Noah.

“He won’t find me. None of them will.”

His tone was more somber than the destination suggested, but changed in an instant.

“Come on, it’ll be a blast. When’s the last time you were out of the quadrant? When we were kids? You can even bring Sakai!”

Noah threw up his hands.

“Alright, I’ll think about it.”

Anything to get Erik off his back. He’d never go, of course. A casino satellite? That was hardly anything that remotely interested him. It’s not like the two of them even had use for marks living in the colony. But the real reason to go to the Mission was likely more about the flowing drinks and promiscuous Soran girls who would be there, which likely interested Erik more than gambling. Noah was sure Sakai would love that.

“He’s going out of the quadrant to go to a floating casino?” Sakai said incredulously. She did not, in fact, love it.

“Mhmm,” Noah muttered as he picked at the new gel stitches across his face. They were still warm, but had dulled the stinging quite a bit. By morning there wouldn’t even be evidence of a cut.

“Your mother isn’t the only one with a death wish,” Sakai continued. “I’m shocked he hasn’t been kidnapped or assassinated already. I almost wish you would go with him just so he won’t be.”

“Really?” Noah raised his eyebrows.

“No,” she said. “But you know what I mean.”

“Erik can take care of himself. He’s done nothing but tell me that for the last decade or so.”

Sakai shook her head.

“Poor Theta. You really think she’s helping him?”

Noah nodded.

“That could cost her the teaching position she has here, especially if anything happened to him,” Sakai said. “I’d hate to see that.”

Noah loved how empathetic Sakai was. Many of the Earthborn were far too wrapped up in themselves. Each was their own sort of mini-celebrity on the planet, but she was always concerned with everyone else, Noah included. She once failed a final because she was busy taking care of two girls afflicted with the forest parasite when the silvercoats hadn’t been able to make it to the colony because of severe storms. That was just the kind of person she was.

Too often Noah forgot that Sakai, like all the other Earthborn, was effectively an orphan. It wasn’t really fair to complain about his parents being alive or dead war heroes when Sakai’s father and mother were brain-dead and simmering in a bio-tank somewhere. The tank-borns had even less of a sense of self than he or Erik, and it was remarkable to see them come together to form something resembling a functioning society despite their complete lack of a past. The fact that Sakai had turned out kindhearted and selfless was impressive considering the absence of role models other than caretakers, teachers, or governmental supervisors. Noah smiled to himself, but Sakai caught him.

“What’s so funny? You want to go to Mark’s Mission?”

“Oh gods no,” Noah said, violently shaking his head. “I’m heading to the spire.”

“Not yet you’re not,” Sakai said playfully. She pulled him in by the edge of his undersuit and kissed him. Once. Twice. A dozen times. Soon the suit was a neat heap on the floor, and her robes had fallen away to reveal a sight to make the pain of training melt away completely. The light of three moons danced across her skin and there was nowhere else Noah wanted to be.

The climb to the spire that night was a tough one. Fall was starting to give way to winter on the continent and Noah could see his breath. Once the steps turned to ice, the time it took to ascend would triple, and the climb could quite possibly kill him. He thought the gods would appreciate the effort at the very least and show him some mercy when he showed up for judgment at the Oak Thrones.

His foe wasn’t only the cold; there was the heavy stone warhammer on his back to contend with as well. The trainers always said he needed to get used to carting it around if he ever wanted to wield it in battle. While the hammer was his friend in a fight, now it was an enemy, straining his chilled muscles with each new step. He thought of the ancient Yalos, who had scaled mountains with their own hammers, and they didn’t have the luxury of steps.

The winds whipped across Noah’s skin as he reached the final stair. He dropped to his knee, unslung the hammer from his back, and laid it on the dusty path. His back ached, but he’d made it. Usually during hammer ascents he’d have to stop once or twice to rest, but he’d climbed straight through this time. He was getting stronger.

The moons and stars were hidden by cloud cover, and there was no one in the gardens outside. It was a bit late to be tending to plants, but he’d seen Anointed out here at all hours. Approaching the arched doorway to the spire, he prepared to surrender his weapon at the entryway as was customary when entering the sanctuary. Curiously, there were no guards there to greet him.

“Hello?” Noah called into the dark hallway after cracking the ornate doors open. He took one last look around the courtyard. Still empty, still silent.

And then he heard the scream.

Noah’s head jerked back toward the doors. He flung them open and dashed inside. Torchlight flickered, casting shadows on the walls, and Noah sprinted down the corridor.

“Who’s th—” he called out, but was stopped short when he tripped over an obstacle in the hallway. Picking himself up, he bent down to find the body of a colony guard, blood pooled in a wide circle around him, his weapons nowhere to be found. Noah quickly checked his pulse, but it was nonexistent, and when he pulled off the man’s helmet he found vacant brown eyes staring up at the rafters.

Noah quickly tapped his communicator to call for help from the colony. His readouts were glitching and showed him no available frequencies. His comm was being blocked.

Another scream.

Noah left the dead guard and sprinted onward, his warhammer in his hands. Though he’d trained for this, the moment felt surreal, like some sort of disjointed nightmare.

The feeling was amplified a thousandfold when he turned the corner.

The white stone sanctuary was drenched in blood. The corpses of a half dozen Anointed were strewn all over the room, some draped across the prayer stones, their snow-colored robes soaked in crimson blood. All the women had their veils torn off, and many of their faces were frozen in displays of grotesque horror. Most had plasma burns across them while some had their throats haphazardly slit. There were two more dead colony guards among the bodies of the women. Neither of their radios worked and their weapons were missing.

Noah looked up at the statue of Zurana surrounded by a half-lit collection of candles.

This is how you protect your followers? Noah thought angrily. Zurana said nothing, only looked impassively over the carnage in the room.

What the hell is going on?

Noah tried his comm one more time to no avail. When he looked up, he found himself standing opposite a lone figure in solid black armor. It was pointing an energy pistol at him.

A blank-faced helmet hid the assailant’s features and there were no markings on his armor plating.

“I know you,” came a crackling male voice through the armor.

“The gods will curse you for this,” Noah growled. “You disgrace your own order with your actions here.”

“Guess again,” came the icy reply.

Noah was in no mood to guess. His right hand left his hammer and he scooped up a stone bowl full of holy water next to the altar. The first shot from the man’s pistol grazed Noah’s neck. He didn’t get to fire twice as the bowl crashed into his arm and the gun flew out of his grasp. By the time he’d recovered, Noah had already closed the gap between them.

The warhammer smashed into the armored gut of the intruder, propelling him backward over a prayer stone. He reached for another gun strapped to his hip, one taken from a dead guard, but another swing from Noah caused the weapon to instantly crumble, along with at least three of the man’s fingers. His cry echoed around the chamber until it was silenced by one final crushing blow to his helmeted head. The metal caved deeply and blood, brain, and bone sprayed across the stone.

Noah blinked, stunned and silent. His face was sticky from the spatter. He’d just killed someone. It wasn’t like the simulations. His blood had gone sub-zero in his veins, and he felt nauseous. He couldn’t look away from his handiwork; the man’s head crushed to pulp on the stone. The slain Anointed women lay all around him in silence, and Zurana still surveyed the entire scene from her perch at the opposite end of the room.

“What was that?”

Noah heard the voice echo from an adjacent hallway. He quickly dove to the wall and flattened himself against the stone.

“Let’s go, they’ll keep searching,” came another voice.

Noah held his breath as two pairs of metal footsteps grew louder down the hallway. As they entered the room, they spotted their dead compatriot.

“Oh gods—” was all the first man could exclaim before Noah demolished the back of his head with a swing from his hammer. Unfortunately, weakened from his other strikes against metal armor plating, the warhammer’s graftstone head exploded on impact. The armored man stumbled forward and hit the ground unconscious or dead, Noah couldn’t be sure. Rather, his focus was on the second man, who was scrambling to turn his rifle toward him. Noah dropped the useless piece of wood that used to be his hammer and shoved the barrel of the gun upward, slamming the man into the wall.

The two struggled for control of the weapon, Noah’s natural strength slowly being overpowered by the augmentation of the power armor. The man’s finger slipped into the trigger and let loose a spray of rounds that caused stone debris to rain down on them from the ceiling. Noah mustered all his strength and threw the armored figure into the opposite wall. Wrenching away the rifle, Noah slammed it across the man’s visor, leaving a deep gash across the metal. The man countered with a blow of his own, his metal fist meeting Noah’s exposed temple, sending him sprawling on the ground inside the sanctuary. The rifle went clattering away, and the man drew a sidearm. Noah came up with a pistol of his own, pulled from the second downed intruder, now lying in a pool of his own blood. Noah was faster by a millisecond, and the man crumpled to the ground with a smoking hole in his helmet.

Noah was sprawled on his back and attempted to catch his breath, but another female scream made him leap to his feet. He didn’t have time to think about what he’d just done. He left the three corpses and sprinted down the corridor clutching an energy rifle with a pistol hastily shoved into his belt.

He’d never been this deep inside the spire before. It was a maze of corridors, and he realized he was in the personal quarters wing of the Anointed. The doors to the adjacent rooms were all splintered and destroyed, and inside each one was a new body, veil ripped off and covered in blood. Noah heard whispers coming from up ahead. He peeked around the corner and saw two figures converging on another door.

“What happened to them?” the first one asked. “They’re not responding.”

“Probably just our jammer killing the wrong signals,” the second one said. He moved into the light and Noah was stunned by what he saw. Though the first man was clad in the same black armor as the others, the second wore the olive plating of the colony guards.

A traitor.

“How can she be this hard to find? You work here!” the first man asked.

“They keep changing the room assignments,” the colony guard replied. “It’s this one though, I’m sure of it.”

Noah started walking toward them, cloaked by the darkness of the hallway. The colony guard kicked the door in with an iron boot and Noah raised his rifle to fire.

The man died before he could.

A blast from the doorway propelled the guard into the opposite wall, the boom echoing down the hall. The first man shielded himself and cried out only to have his legs swept out from under him by another thunderous shot. A scattergun.

Noah crept toward the downed assailants. Neither stirred. Slumped against the wall, the colony guard was missing half his face. The other man lay prone with both his legs detached and pointing in odd directions on the floor.

“Hey!” Noah called out. “Don’t shoot, I’m from the colony. I’m one of the Earthborn. I’ll get you out of here.”

Noah crept toward the lit doorway. The heavy wooden door had been knocked completely off its hinges and into the room.

“What’s your name? Which one are you?” called the voice from inside. A woman, another Anointed. She sounded young.

“Noah,” he replied.

There was a long pause. Blood droplets tumbled down the wall opposite from the doorway. Noah looked around nervously for more enemies in the dark, but there were none, and he could hear no more cries.

“Show me your arm,” the voice said nervously,

Noah was confused, but stuck out his right arm so that it was visible in the entrance. He gave a small wave.

“Your other arm.”

Noah understood now. He tore away his already ripped undersuit and thrust his left arm through the door. The burns creeping down his bicep should be visible now, a mark well known around the world.

“Alright,” came the voice, still shaking.

Noah stepped into the light and prayed he wasn’t going to be torn apart by a scattergun blast. He held the rifle by the barrel, off to his side just in case she saw it as a threat.

The woman in the room was still veiled, seated against the back wall pointing the scattergun toward him, her grip shaking. Flecks of blood dotted her white robes and woven mask.

“Gods, you’ve changed,” she said, lowering her gun and pulling off her veil with one hand.

Noah stared into a pair of wide, deep blue eyes. The girl was seemed to be about his age with pale skin and short, jet-black hair. He had no idea who she was.
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“We have to get out of here,” Noah said, his eyes darting around the room and back out into the hall. He secured his grip on his rifle, content that the girl wasn’t going to kill him.

“Are they all dead?” she asked, peering at the two bodies behind Noah. He offered his hand and pulled her to her feet. The girl’s head barely came up to his chest.

“I don’t know,” he said. “That’s why we have to move. I can’t reach anyone on my comm. I thought these men were here for me, but they’re here for you. Why?”

“I-I don’t know,” she said.

“Then why do you have a scattergun in your room?”

“For protection.”

“Expecting a day like this one?” Noah asked, rubbing his temple with two bloodied fingers. This situation was too unreal to comprehend.

“I was told—”

“Later,” Noah said, pulling her by the hand into the hallway.

“We should go out the back to the courtyard,” the girl said, tugging him the other direction. He followed, assuming she knew the labyrinth better than he did. She stepped gingerly over the body of another fallen woman. Torchlight showed that the girl was on the verge of tears.

Noah kept trying his comm to no avail. A thought occurred to him. Should he even be trying to contact colony security? One or more of their own was responsible for this massacre. He thought about trying Tannon, but remembered the Watchman was attending to business off-world, far outside the range of local communication.

The pair of them emerged from a small door at the rear of the spire and entered an old graveyard filled with white tombstones in the shape of small trees. No one was there to greet them.

Almost as soon as they were out in the open, Noah’s comm squealed.

“Hey, brother,” came Erik’s voice.

“Erik!” Noah shouted, quickly realizing he should still be keeping his voice down.

“I’ve been trying you for twenty minutes, where are you?” his brother responded.

“Listen, Erik, I’m—”

“Anyway, Finn and I are about to leave for the Mission, and I figured I’d give you one last chance to not be lame. I really think you should come.”

Mark’s Mission. Noah had forgotten all about it. He had to get out of here, go anywhere. His mind raced. Sure, he could take this girl to some casino for a few days while he sorted out whatever the hell had just happened. As of now, he wasn’t even sure which authorities he could trust. But he could trust Erik, for all his faults.

“Erik, I’m at the spire. It’s been attacked. Dozens of Anointed and all the colony guards are dead. I need you to pick us up at the rear of the mountain in the graveyard.”

There was a pause.

“Shit, are you serious?” came Erik’s startled reply.

“Yes. Get here. Now. Don’t contact anyone.”

Noah heard Erik talking to someone, presumably Finn.

“On it. See you in four.”

The comm went dead. Noah immediately tried Sakai, then Wuhan, then Quezon. All were silent, switched off or worse.

Noah made his way to the edge of the cliff, which overlooked the colony. The lights of the buildings below were dimmed. There was no one stirring down there other than the usual patrols.

This wasn’t an attack on the colony, he thought. Just on the spire. Just for this girl.

He was relieved that at least Sakai was safe. He tried her one more time with no luck.

“What’s your name?” Noah asked the girl. She was standing next to a tree, shaking as the wind pierced her thin white robes. Noah had nothing to offer her for warmth. She was crying.

“You wouldn’t remember. It’s been so long.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed to suspicious slits.

“What are you talking about?”

“My name is Kyra,” she said. “Kyra Auran.”

A jolt ran through Noah.

“Kyra?” he said. “How the …”

Kyra had been Noah’s best friend through his early childhood years. The granddaughter of the Palace Keeper, Malorious Auran, she had been introduced to him back when Noah’s father was still alive. The two became fast friends and were inseparable for years. Even when he, Asha, and Erik were forced to live in exile, Keeper Auran had brought Kyra for visits until they were seven. After Noah and Erik had been transplanted into the colony, he never saw her again, even with Auran in charge of the installation for a spell. Noah had been told she remained in Elyria with her parents. Gradually, she had faded from his memory.

It was almost impossible to recognize her. He could barely picture her as a child anymore, though her bright blue eyes did ring some distant bell in his mind. But as long as he’d known her, she’d been blond, and her black hair now was a drastic change. Also, she’d aged twelve years, and had become a strikingly beautiful young woman rather than a bubbly child. But there was some small piece of him that could see that she was his old friend.

“Why are you here?” he finally got out. “What’s going on?”

Kyra leaned against the tree. Noah looked cautiously at the exit to the spire; he’d managed to barricade it with a log, but that wouldn’t stop a plasma burst. They just had to pray the invading force was all dead and no one was coming to reinforce them. Noah scanned the sky for ships. The clouds had parted to give way to an almost blinding field of stars.

“A few years after you left for the colony,” Kyra said, “someone broke into my house in Elyria. My parents were killed, I was shot.”

Noah started to say something, but it got lost in his throat.

“The city lawmen killed the intruders. They said one had my picture on a chip. They thought they were trying to kidnap me for ransom, because my grandfather was Keeper.”

She looked out toward the colony down the cliff.

“Grandfather Auran was devastated. He treated my wound and told me I wasn’t safe. I needed to go far away from him, from Elyria. Somewhere hidden. He’d been retired from running the colony for a few years by then, so he brought me here.”

Kyra stared up at the towering white spires behind them.

“I’ve been at the spire ever since. He said the colony guards that kept the Earthborn safe would keep me safe too. He said I could even see you from time to time, but I couldn’t say anything.”

Noah remembered the small Anointed he’d caught staring at him from time to time. And the guards at the spire. They’d been there for her as much as they’d been there for him. For all the good it did either of them.

“I was so thrilled to see you start to come here a few years ago. I was never allowed down into the colony itself,” Kyra continued. “I took my vows, I served Zurana. But I never revealed myself to you or anyone else. The Anointed ask no questions.”

“I have a few,” Noah said, interrupting. “No one was trying to kidnap you tonight. This was an assassination attempt, through and through. Why would someone be trying to kill you?”

Kyra burst into a fresh set of tears.

“I have no idea. My sisters. My friends. They’re all—” she couldn’t even finish the thought. Noah realized that perhaps he was being a bit too harsh given what she’d just endured. He was still trying to process the fact that he’d just killed three men, but he would have to deal with it another day.

“I was careful!” Kyra cried. “I wore my veil. I changed my hair like he said just in case. I kept the gun, but I never thought I’d use it! I never knew this would happen!”

“I know you didn’t,” Noah said, and he moved to put his arm around the shivering girl. He could feel goosebumps prickle through her robes. He winced as her head brushed across the black plasma burn on his neck.

“We’re going to get you out of here,” Noah continued. “Off-world, where whoever these people are won’t think to look.”
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The children of Earth will face the gods of war.

—Publishers WEekly on The Last Exodus





