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CHAPTER ONE



It’s funny how you can change your life, mix things up, try new approaches to old problems, and still keep ending up in the same sorts of situations. It didn’t seem that long ago that I was on a spaceship, surrounded by friends, cooking up a moderately insane plan to rescue some other friends. I have a tendency to overreach, so I was also working on a scheme to liberate my home planet, which had been conquered by the Phandic Empire. On top of that, I wanted to free the Confederation of United Planets from the clutches of an evil goat-turtle. Maybe a little ambitious, I know, but on the other hand, I had a spaceship, I had beings I trusted by my side, and we had all been upgraded with ancient alien technology that rendered each of us evil-crushing agents of mayhem. There were a lot of balls in the air, but I still figured we had a decent shot at fixing just about everything that was currently wrong in the galaxy.

So finding myself in a classroom with an oversized lummox hurling spitballs at me was not something I had planned for my immediate future.

I turned around and saw, about five rows back, a kid with a face like a potato. He had tiny eyes and stringy blond hair, and an evil gap-toothed grin. He had the same stupidly smug expression of every kid who had given me trouble all my life, but I couldn’t figure out why this particular bully had it in for me at this particular moment. He didn’t know me. I’d never spoken a word to him. I was a new kid, sure, but so was he—we all were. It was possible he didn’t need much of a reason. Spitballs come from the heart, not the head. He seemed perfectly happy to sit with three or four other meatheads, moistening balls of paper in his mouth and then tossing them at me.

“Ignore him,” Mi Sun said. She had that look on her face that meant she was sure I was about to do something stupid—which meant I must have had that look on my face. It was easy for her to tell me to ignore him. She wasn’t the one getting pelted with saliva bombs. I doubted she’d be a model of restraint in my shoes. Mi Sun had never put up with anyone giving her a hard time, even without the ancient precursor-alien augmentations we had swimming through our blood. I also knew she wasn’t the most patient person, but right now her impatience was zeroing in on me.

Maybe it was because I’d just been smacked in the forehead with a particularly moist wad, but I felt she was being a little unfair. I don’t see myself as someone who goes around doing obviously stupid things. I may, on occasion, be a little reckless, but only when there is something important at stake. Yes, the thought of testing out my new nanotech upgrades on this kid—let’s say, punching him so hard he flew into the air and through the ceiling—had a certain appeal. It might have fallen into the category of things that a reasonable person, such as Mi Sun, might call stupid, but I was only thinking about it. I had no real intention of unleashing the most humiliating beat-down in the history of nerd revenge. It was more like an emergency backup plan.

Besides, we had more important things to worry about and bigger bullies to take down.

Alice, who was on the other side of me, brushed some strands of her unruly white-blond hair out her face, and peered at me over her glasses. “I can’t believe you’re going to sit there and let that guy lob spitballs at you.”

Mi Sun glowered at her. “Don’t give him any ideas. We’re trying to blend in. Act normal.”

Charles, who was on the other side of Mi Sun, now leaned over. “Would not a normal student resent this treatment?” he asked. “Is not confronting this ruffian a means of blending in?” There was real uncertainty in his voice. Charles was from Uganda, and he didn’t know how things worked in American schools. Maybe spitball pelting was how kids said hello around here.

“Why are you encouraging him?” Mi Sun asked Charles.

A spitball came flying through the air and struck her in the face.

“I think that’s why,” I suggested. “He doesn’t want to get hit.”

Mi Sun was scowling as she used the nails of her thumb and index finger to remove the spitball that clung to her cheek. “You might have a point.”

I was starting to get to my feet when Alice grabbed me by the hand and pulled me back down. “Hold on. Mi Sun was right. We’re here for a reason. We need to lie low for a few more hours, even if it means putting up with a little humiliation.”

I sighed, but I had no real argument. After escaping from Confederation Central, things had taken a bad turn: We’d arrived in my solar system only to find my home planet under Phandic control. Then they’d taken another bad turn, and here we were on Earth in this Phandic reeducation facility. Yes, the situation looked bad, but I was being an optimist. Imprisonment, brainwashing, and spitballs, I told myself, were speed bumps on our road to success.

I turned around to face my tormentor, who shrugged and grinned and gave me a what are you going to do about it? look. I glowered at him as best I could, because that was as far as I could go without giving us away. I remembered what it felt like to be powerless back when I was, literally, without powers. Now I was powerless even though I was incredibly powerful. If you ever have a choice, the second option is the better one, but honestly I don’t recommend either.

Finally, the classroom door opened and the teacher entered, which I figured was good news only because the presence of an adult would end the rain of spitballs. The teacher was in his fifties, I’d guess, and his fringe of gray hair and gray mustache contrasted sharply with the deep brown of his skin. He wore khakis and a blue button-down shirt with a black tie. He also wore a grim expression that made it clear he would rather be anywhere else and do anything other than teaching this bunch of students. I’d seen teachers like this before, and they were best treated like wounded predators. Maybe a kind gesture would earn this man’s friendship, or maybe he would bite my arm off.

“Good morning, students,” he said in a tone designed to make sure we understood that nothing in our morning was going to turn out good. “I see we have some new faces today, so I’ll introduce myself. I am Mr. Authoritarian-Hammer, and I have the honor/duty/compulsion to be your reeducation and obedience facilitator. You are here because your behavior has inclined toward nonconformity. In our new Phandic culture, individuality, experimentation, and exploration are all frowned upon, so I hope you will participate fully in this program designed to help you find your proper place in our benevolent society. Glory to the empress!”

We had been hearing this sort of insane talk since returning to Earth. The Phands had been capturing and subjugating worlds for centuries, so they had a reliable playbook for planetary domination. Though they’d been on Earth less than a week, things were already running like clockwork. They had procedures for every step of the conquest process, from establishing subspace energy relays to forcibly recruiting compliance instructors. Authority figures who resisted the Phands—from world leaders to policemen—were injected with behavior-modifying nanites, which compelled them to enforce the new order. Plenty of locals went along willingly, though. My guess was this man had not actually been born with the name Authoritarian-Hammer, but he had a hard look that told me that reeducation and obedience facilitator might just be the job he’d always dreamed of. Kids who lob spitballs need careers when they grow up.

“I have not been doing this very long,” said Mr. Authoritarian- Hammer, “but I have high hopes for my students. Please be advised that those who fail to conform to Phandic ways will be shipped to Planet Pleasant, where their disobedience can be studied and understood so that future generations of youth may better serve the empress.”

I’d been threatened with Planet Pleasant before. Junup, the previously mentioned evil goat-turtle who had somehow taken control of the Confederation, had brought it up the last time I’d been on Confederation Central. It was some kind of super-secret Phandic mad-science facility, and pretty much the last place anyone wanted to go.

“Before we begin today’s lessons in subordination, service, and the proper disregard for our own feelings,” said Mr. Authoritarian-Hammer, “I’d like our new students to introduce themselves. When I read your name, please rise and tell the group about your crime against our benevolent and merciful empress, and how you most hope to change in order to earn the privilege of continued existence.”

We’d known this was coming, and just as we’d already come up with fake names that would help us blend in, we’d also agreed to say what we had to say in order to get along. All we had to do was survive in this school, without making trouble, for one day. I figured that even I could manage something like that.

“Sally Applesauce,” Mr. Authoritarian-Hammer said, narrowing his eyes suspiciously at the name on his printout.

Mi Sun rose to her feet. I gave her my best that’s your idea of an inconspicuous name? glower, but she ignored me. Maybe she thought that was a normal American name. Having spent a fair amount of time on a space station full of countless alien species, you tend to forget how much the minor cultural differences of your own planet can trip you up.

“Yeah, hi,” she said with her customary gruffness. “I am Sally Applesauce, and I am guilty of breaking curfew, refusing to report to my appropriate reeducation center, and showing disrespect to designated Phandic authorities. In the future, I promise to give all Phands and their representatives exactly what they deserve.”

I hoped that those in the room who did not know her would not hear that the way I did.

Next came Alice, who had picked the name Betty Hill. She told the class she wanted to help the Phandic empire achieve greatness. She tried to sell it, but she sounded like she was choking on a chicken bone the entire time.

“Jean-Luc Picard,” Mr. Authoritarian-Hammer called out, one eyebrow raised with suspicion.

I waved at the students who were now watching me with obvious curiosity. “Yeah, my parents—that is, Mr. and Mrs. Picard—were total nerds,” I offered. Maybe the name was a little too nerdy, but I hoped we would be long gone before anyone had a chance to look into my background.

Finally it was Charles’s turn. “Anthony Stark,” said Mr. Authoritarian-Hammer.

Was the full name supposed to disguise the fact that he’d picked Iron Man’s real name? It was too late to do anything about it now, and given that Mi Sun had taken a stab at a generic name by calling herself something that sounded like a My Little Pony, there was no point in complaining.

Mr. Authoritarian-Hammer proceeded with the rest of the roll call. After that, we stood, put our hands over our hearts and, along with the rest of the group, pledged allegiance to the war banner of the pacified planets of the Phandic Empire, and to the ever-expanding hegemony for which it stands, one culture, under the empress, with obedience and prescribed modes of conduct for all.

We resumed our seats and proceeded to learn how to be better imperial subjects and help our supreme viceroy, Nora Price, the most esteemed colonial administrator on our planet. These lessons kept us busy until lunchtime.

•  •  •

The Manhattan School and Reform Facility for Insufficiently Subservient Youth had obviously been put together in a hurry, but even so, it was already running smoothly. The Phands seemed to like working with existing social structures in the worlds they conquered, and since the family unit was a big part of human culture, the invaders cracked down heavily on people, especially children, who didn’t seem to have a home. Alice, Charles, Mi Sun, and I had no families—according to our hastily-forged identities—so we had been sent to this facility, where we would live until we became adults and could serve the Phandic Empire by oppressing others, building things that aided in that oppression, or offering ourselves up as cannon fodder in one of the empire’s many wars. I knew the Phands regarded children and adolescents as hardly better than animals—it was one of the reasons they were so irritated that a bunch of kids kept pwning them—so their main educational goal was to make sure we were fully indoctrinated before we grew out of our current larval form. Our goal was to be off the planet before the next sunrise.

But first: lunch period. After our morning lessons, trustees guided us through the bleak cinder-block halls to the cafeteria. All the students wore school uniforms—gray slacks and blue blazers for the boys, the same blazer plus a short plaid skirt and knee-high black socks for the girls. We were all required to wear ties, though the rules mandated that the girls had to wear theirs loose with the collar undone so that, in Mi Sun’s words, they looked like they belonged in an anime.

The trustees, on the other hand, wore menacing black uniforms and moved through the halls with the confidence of storm troopers. Really they were just kids our own age who had demonstrated unusual loyalty or received high scores in domination aggression on their Battery of Universal Talents Test. Owing to their excellent BUTT scores (the Phands hadn’t yet seemed to notice this acronym, and I wasn’t going to be the one to point it out), these kids had been given the great honor of abandoning their own education to help keep possible troublemakers in line. From what I’d seen, they performed these duties with what any Phand or Phand sympathizer would consider an entirely appropriate amount of shoving, name-calling, and jabs from lightly charged electrical prods. So far I’d avoided these punishment sticks, and my augmentations would keep them from doing any real harm as long as I saw the jolt coming. They looked like they were painful, though, if the wincing, teeth-grinding, and cursing of the kids on the business end of those things were any guide.

Once we reached the cafeteria, we lined up, collected our trays, and shuffled along until a machine squirted unidentified—and unidentifiable—nutritional goo into various tray compartments. We then found our way to a table.

“Jean-Luc Picard,” Alice said to me, her voice low. Unlike most school cafeterias, in which shouting was pretty much required, here people spoke very quietly.

“I had to pick something, and I had to do it fast,” I said, jabbing a thumb at Charles. “And why single me out? He picked Tony Stark.”

“I picked Anthony Stark,” he said. “I was subtle.”

Mi Sun was about to say something, almost certainly in the shut up family, when a golf ball-size spitball arced through the air and landed in her tray of theoretically edible slop. Just to add an extra layer of grossness, it sprayed food all over her face and school uniform.

Mi Sun was the person in our group who generally advocated restraint, but now she was also the person with alien gruel dripping into her eyes, so there was a pretty good chance she might make a pitch for giving restraint a rest. Even without her upgrades, Mi Sun could have tae-kwon-doed her way through half the delinquents in the room, but doing something like that might cause our ordinary-kids cover story to come under a little scrutiny.

I checked to see where the spitball had come from. No guesswork required. I’d already figured out how to use my alien augments to track a missile trajectory to its source. I assumed the software had been designed to track actual weapons across large distances, but it worked perfectly well on a smaller scale. A red line appeared across my field of vision, tracing the saliva bomb back to its lunchroom table of origin.

“Take some calming breaths,” I told Mi Sun. “Think of pretty flowers and sunsets while I deal with it.”

“You?” she asked while wiping goo off her face with one of those school-cafeteria disposable napkins designed to resist ever absorbing anything. “You’ll make it worse than me kicking him into tomorrow. Let Alice go. She’s good at defusing things.”

“I’m not sending Alice to deal with a bully,” I said. “She’s too nice. I can handle it myself.”

“Then Charles. Or send a greeting card. A fruit basket. Anything but you.”

I found this insulting. “You don’t think I can handle it?”

She slumped her shoulders, defeated by life. “You’ll go over there with the best of intentions. You’ll even do and say all the right stuff, and then one of two things will happen.”

“Someone will utter a straight line that you cannot resist, and you will say something insulting and mildly funny,” Charles proposed, “thus snatching discord from the jaws of peace.”

“Mildly?” I asked.

“Or,” Alice continued, “in spite of being your own worst enemy, you’ll somehow manage not to say or do anything wrong. You will play it by the book, and be on the verge of resolving all problems, when something unexpected will happen, something entirely out of your control, that will blow this whole operation.”

“Wow,” I said. “You guys don’t trust me at all.”

“Of course we trust you,” Alice said.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Mi Sun cautioned.

“Of course we trust you,” Alice tried again, “but there’s a pattern we can’t ignore. When we’re dealing with messy situations, you’re totally dependable. You are the guy we want when things get crazy and dangerous. But delicate, diplomatic operations? Not your strength.”

I gritted my teeth for a moment. “That’s hurtful because it’s true,” I said, deciding to be completely honest. These guys were the best human friends I’d ever had, and there was no point in acting all defensive. “But I’ve learned a lot. I can defuse with the best of them.”

“And we can always unleash our ancient-alien technological awesomeness and speed up the timetable if we have to,” Charles suggested.

“That’s a worst-case scenario,” Alice said. “We don’t know one tenth of what this tech can do. I don’t think we’re ready for a big fight.”

“Besides, we want to be ghosts here,” Mi Sun said. “Invisible.”

“We can’t be invisible with some jerk throwing spitballs into your lunchlike substance,” I said. “We’ve got a long road ahead of us, and we have to trust each other, so you guys are going to sit there and watch me handle this like a pro.”

I stood up, walked across the cafeteria, and sat down across from the hulking blond kid who, in my mind, I had already dubbed Mr. Potato Head.

“Hey,” I said. “You’re Gavin, right?”

“How’d you know my name?” He scowled at me.

I shrugged. “Roll call.”

There are a couple of things I want on the record. At this point, though several seconds had passed, I had not addressed him as Mr. Potato Head, nor had I made a sarcastic comment about how those of us with working brains can listen to something like roll call and actually pick up information. I let these things go, because I was in diplomatic mode. I was Diplomacy Man. Conflict resolution was my superpower. I was going to show my friends, the world, the entire galaxy that I could be counted on to get things done without causing wars, explosions, or major political upheavals.

“Gavin, do you mind if I ask why you are throwing spitballs at my friends?”

“Didn’t mean to hit your friend,” he said. “Mostly I was just throwing at you.”

“Okay, good. We’re making progress. We are learning about each other. Why are you throwing spitballs at me?”

“Because I don’t like your stupid face.”

I smiled. I was an ambassador of peace, and ambassadorial people smile and do not take offense. I was playing a role. I was in character. I was like a S.H.I.E.L.D. agent infiltrating a secret organization.

“I get that a lot,” I said. This part was easy, because it was true. “People see me, they want to smack me. They don’t know why, but this kind of feeling can result in their saying things like what you just said. Of course, I don’t have a stupid face, but you are looking for a way to express your feelings.”

“No,” Gavin said. “Your face is actually stupid.”

This was coming from a guy who looked like a starchy tuber, though I did not make this point out loud. Diplomatic. “You know, we have an honest disagreement about my face, but we should set that aside. This isn’t about you and me. It’s about the greater glory of the Phandic Empire. The empress doesn’t care about my face. She needs us both to be the best subjects we can be. Instead of being angry with me, be angry at those who oppose Phandic greatness.”

“No one opposes the Phands,” Mr. Potato Head reminded me—or at least he reminded me of the lies we were told. “No one is strong enough.”

“Right you are,” I said, snapping my fingers and pointing at him. “You are an excellent student of Phandic knowledge. No Planet Pleasant for you.”

“The thing is,” Mr. Potato Head said, lowering his voice, “I hate those alien creeps, and I hate the people who want to kiss their butts even more. So I’m going to keep throwing spitballs at you, because you are a lickspittle.”

Number one, there is absolutely nothing I own that I would not have bet against this guy knowing the word “lickspittle.” That was a plot twist for sure. Number two, he was on the right side of things. He hated the Phands, and I hated the Phands. We should be like brothers or something. In an alternate timeline, the team of Stupid Face and Potato Head could be a thing.

“Your best move is to play it safe,” I said, keeping my voice quiet. “Follow the rules so you don’t get in trouble.”

“Phands captured my parents and put them in a reeducation labor camp,” he said. “I’m not planning on getting along with anyone, especially not a collaborator like you.”

So saying, he pushed me. If I’d had a second to brace myself, my nanotech augments would have easily guarded me against it, but it surprised me, so I went crashing into the next table. Trays and plastic went flying. Cups of water spilled. Lunch trays arced through the air. A few kids actually screamed. From somewhere behind me I could hear Mi Sun saying, “I told you!”

I was scrambling to my feet when someone reached out and grabbed my arm and hoisted me the rest of the way up. It was one of the trustees, the uniformed kids who helped to keep order. I was about to thank him, when his face went weird on me, shifting in an instant from curiosity to surprise to unmistakable happiness.

“Hey,” he said, smiling like he’d just won the tormentor’s lottery. “You’re Zeke Reynolds, the most hated human in the Phandic Empire! I’m totally going to score some major points for bringing you in!”

It was then I decided, no matter how painful the advice, I was going to have to start listening to my friends.



CHAPTER TWO



How is it possible to go from having a spaceship that can, within all reasonable limits, take you to pretty much any inhabited spot in the galaxy to, less than twenty-four hours later, being trapped on Earth in a facility for insufficiently obedient children? A lot of things have to go wrong, and, though it was small consolation, none of these things had been my fault. There is actually a fair amount of evidence to support the theory that sometimes bad things happen without my direct involvement.

The day before the incident now known to history as the Lunchroom Catastrophe, we had tunneled into Earth’s solar system in our stolen Former ship, emerging among the outer gas giants. That’s where we learned that my home planet was now in the hands of the Phandic Empire. Rather than risk being seen by our enemies, Steve set a course for another quick jump to the nearest star on the ship’s charts—less than half an hour away.

In the meantime, we’d cooked up a plan. We were going to figure out a way to rescue some prisoners from the Phands, a group that included our friends Nayana and Urch. More importantly, as far as the stability of galactic culture was concerned, it included Confederation Director Ghli Wixxix and Captain Hyi of the Kind Disposition. Both had information that could lead to the overthrow of Junup, who had seized power after Ghli Wixxix’s supposed death (at my supposed hands) and then secretly allied the Confederation, or at least his own power base, with the Phandic Empire. Given that the Phands had been at the Confederation’s mercy—thanks to technology stolen by my gang of rebels, I might add—Junup’s alliance was the only thing keeping the empress’s oppressive lights on right now.

So it was actually pretty simple. Get a small band of kids who didn’t know what they were doing, accompanied by an adult who kept telling them what they wanted to do was crazy, and infiltrate an evil empire, discover the location of a top-secret prison holding beings who were probably the most heavily guarded inmates in the galaxy, and break them out. Sure, there were some leaps of faith hardwired into this scheme, but we’d done crazier things. I know this is not the most convincing argument out there, but I thought it had more going for it than Let’s do nothing and hope everything works out swell.

Besides, we had one serious advantage: We were now maxed-out superheroes. That definitely goes into the plus column. Our last fun-filled excursion through Confederation Central had taken us though the underground Hidden Fortress, an ancient facility established by the mysterious precursor aliens, the Formers. Before escaping, we’d managed to upload nanites that not only gave us the standard Confederation skill tree, but the newly rediscovered military tech tree. As soon as we’d gotten what we wanted, in what may be the worst act of vandalism in the history of the galaxy we destroyed all that Former technology in order to keep it from falling into the wrong hands, claws, or tentacles. If we hadn’t done it, the bad guys might have gotten hold of some unstoppable weapons, so I knew it was the right thing to do, but it still felt like destroying the library of Alexandria times a billion.

Once we had all these skill-creating and -enhancing nanites swimming through our bloodstreams, Tamret hacked in and maxed out both systems for everyone. None of us were entirely sure of all the crazy things we could now do. In fact, the system seemed designed to make it difficult for the user to learn about these skills except by experimenting. There was no clear tech progression, like there was with the standard Confederation upgrades. Instead, skills followed one another in what seemed to be random patterns, and I couldn’t find a list or a map to let me know all the things I could now do. The best I could manage was to search for skills using my HUD and hope the skill I was looking for existed. It was a little frustrating, but I was looking forward to discovering new abilities while simultaneously making every Phand and Junup follower I ran into eat a little plastic cup of humiliation pudding.

Also on my mind was the question of whether or not Tamret, who had done said hacking, was my girlfriend. With all the escaping, destroying, and surviving-against-the-odds we’d been up to lately, we hadn’t had the chance for an honest, heart-to-heart sit-down. The fact that it had been impossible for us to get more than three and a half feet away from her former fiancé had not helped.

Lots of things to juggle, yes, but I knew what we had to do. After what had felt like a long period of helplessness, a sense of purpose felt great. Defy a brutal military empire, redraw the lines of galactic power, rescue my planet, and sort things out with the alien cat-girl I liked. It was going to be a busy week. A good week, but busy.

At least I thought so until everything went wrong—which, honestly, I should have expected.

•  •  •

Steve piloted us out of Earth’s system in a hurry. We hadn’t had a chance to carefully review the galactic maps, but I figured there should be nothing much happening around Alpha Centauri. I was wrong. There were about a gazillion Phandic ships in the system. Doing what? you may ask. Good question, but no one on my ship was suggesting that we find out before we came up with a way to escape. And yes, a gazillion may be an exaggeration, but I wasn’t counting. The actual tally was more than a few and fewer than infinity.

“There’s like a gazillion Phands in this system, mate,” Steve said in his inexplicable working-class London accent. He flicked his reptilian tongue like he was trying to taste the number of enemies in the air.

“Get us out of here!” Villainic screeched. He was staring at the viewscreen with his eyes wide and his catlike ears pressed back in alarm.

I would not have screeched, personally, and given that he’d been trying to marry Tamret, I wasn’t so inclined to sympathize with Villainic, but I still understood his sentiment. The problem was that interstellar travel doesn’t allow for quick and easy departures. You can’t just zip merrily around from star to star on a whim. Punching a direct, navigable hole in reality and coming out on the other end is not, if I may make an analogy, like dusting crops. It’s more like doing advanced math while playing Jenga on a pogo stick as you try to invent a new musical scale. It can’t be done by normal beings. It can only be done, in fact, by beings who are both naturally gifted and have taken points in the appropriate skill trees while using computers designed by a long-vanished civilization of unfathomable intellect. It doesn’t help when hysterical aliens, beings who are not really in your group of friends and who are trying to marry girls they should not have been trying to marry, are screeching.

Tamret and Charles were busy working the navigation and helm consoles, trying to figure a way out of the system, or at least a place to hide. The first priority had to be avoiding detection by the Phands. Meanwhile, I was warming up the weapons console. Rightly or wrongly, I was considered the go-to guy in our group for making things turn into fiery balls of destruction. Sometimes I only blew up what I was supposed to; sometimes things got a little more creative. All I knew was that the majority of beings I liked in the universe were on that ship with me, and I was not letting the Phands take us without a fight.

“Before we start giving our position away with weapons fire,” Steve said to me, “I might have a bit of a plan.”

“Let’s hear it,” I said. “Better yet, let’s do it, and you can tell me about it after.”

“It’s these new skill implants, yeah?” he said, scratching his Komodo dragon head like he was trying to get a handle on this plan even as he explained it. “I think I may have figured out a way to get us out of here, but I don’t really understand it.”

Dr. Roop, the only adult on our ship, now peered over our shoulders, stretching his long, giraffelike neck between us. “The Formers had navigation skills we have only begun to guess at,” he said in his curiously Dutch-sounding accent. “Your mind must have intuitively picked up on one of these possibilities and is urging you to take it. Perhaps you should listen.”

“It shouldn’t be possible based on what I know,” Steve explained, “but let’s face it—I don’t know all that much. I have this idea that I can reverse our tunnel, pretty much send us back to where we came from. Pretty close, anyhow.”

“If you think you can do it,” I said, “then it sounds like our best option.”

“What good is that?” Villainic demanded. “We came here in order to escape from Zeke’s conquered system. There were Phands there as well.”

In spite of him having performed some inexplicable Rarel ritual that had made me his brother, I could always count on Villainic to complain about any plan I liked.

“The good thing,” Steve said, “is that no one knew we were there. We tunneled out before they detected us. Here we’re right on top of these blokes, so they’re going to notice us in a matter of seconds. When that happens, they’ll come looking to crack open our ship to get at the nutmeats inside. Do you fancy being the nutmeats, mate?”

Villainic did not answer, but I thought it was safe to take that question as rhetorical. No one in the history of creation has fancied being the nutmeats.

“So we go somewhere else after we get back to our system?” Mi Sun asked. “How do we know it won’t be just as bad?”

“The galaxy is very large,” Charles said, “and the odds of any particular place we choose having a gazillion Phands are relatively small. I say it is a risk worth taking.”

It being a risk worth taking, we took the risk. Steve did a thing that he didn’t understand very well and we understood even less, and with a half dozen Phandic flying saucers moving in with their metaphorical nutcrackers at the ready, we popped right back into tunnel.

Now we had to wait half an hour to get back to the place we didn’t want to be. It made sense to have another destination in mind by the time we emerged so we could reroute in a hurry.

Dr. Roop suggested the nearby Wolf 359 system, but Charles and I vetoed it on the grounds that it was the site of a devastating Federation defeat by the Borg. “It’s courting bad luck,” Charles insisted. Instead we opted for the binary Luyten 726-8 system, which had no science-fiction connotations that I was aware of. It was uninhabited and uninhabitable, therefore with zero strategic value. It seemed as good a place as any for us to catch our breath.

We had to get there first. Once we reemerged from tunnel in my home system, Steve needed to plug in the new coordinates and tunnel out. With the engines hot, and the coordinates ready, we should have been able to evacuate in a matter of minutes.

And that is exactly what would have happened had not something much worse happened instead.

•  •  •

The trip back to my solar system was a little bit tense, sure. None of us knew exactly what to expect. I spent most of the time sitting at the weapons console, though there wasn’t anything to target while in tunnel.

We were maybe halfway through the trip when Alice came over to me. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” She was busy taking her mass of nearly colorless hair out of a black elastic and then putting it back in.

Tamret looked up at us from her console but didn’t say anything. Her lavender eyes seemed to glow against the background of her white fur.

I got up, and Alice and I walked to the back of the ship. “What’s up?’

“I don’t know if it’s going to be possible now,” she said, “but if there’s any way you can do it safely, I want you to drop me off on Earth before you go on the rescue mission.”

“What? Why?” This took me by surprise. Alice had been so desperate to get into space that she’d stowed away on a shuttle, risking her life just for the chance to see life in the wider galaxy. Since then, she’d been a valuable member of the team. I knew what we were going to attempt was risky, but no more so than things we’d already done. With our augmentations, maybe it was a whole lot less risky than the things we’d already done.

“Look,” she said, “you guys have been great to me and everything, and I really want to be a part of what you’ve got planned, but there’s an alien army on Earth. I have to believe they’re not going to be too nice to people who used to be in the military. I’m worried about my dad and my Uncle Jacinto.” She rubbed at her eyes, maybe to keep from crying. “Especially my dad.”

Alice’s father had been suffering from PTSD. He drank too much and generally seemed out of it. I knew she’d felt terrible about leaving him behind, but now that things had fallen apart on Earth, he might really need her help.

“The sooner we get the Phands off Earth, the safer he’ll be. I understand if you want to go back, but you could be doing him more good by staying with us.”

“Maybe,” she said. “I don’t know. But I think he might need me now. With my new abilities, there’s probably a lot I can do to help Earth while you guys are taking care of the big picture. Besides, Tamret doesn’t want me here.” She glanced over at Tamret, who was pretending not to watch us.

“She’ll be fine. She just needs to get used to having you around. If that’s the real reason—”

“It’s a real reason,” she said, “but not the only one. I don’t know if I can have my head in the game if I’m worried about my father the whole time. Getting everyone out of that prison isn’t going to be easy, and you don’t need a team member who’s distracted.”

I understood what it was like to worry about your parents. I’d gone to Confederation Central in the first place because I wanted to help my mom. “I get it. I hate to see you go, but if that’s what you need to do, I won’t try to talk you out of it. I mean, assuming we can even get you to Earth safely.”

“Let’s see how that goes,” she said, “and then we can decide what to do.”

•  •  •

A few minutes later, Tamret came over to speak to me. Like the rest of us, she was still wearing the clothes in which we’d been wandering around the Forbidden Zone. Most of the dust had worn off by now, though, and somehow she managed to look relatively neat.

“You’re not going to give me a hard time about Alice, are you?” I asked her.

She smirked at me and her lavender eyes crinkled with amusement. “Seriously? Am I supposed to be jealous?”

Her response was not what I’d expected, and so I may have had a hard time making any sounds that didn’t sound like sputtering.

Tamret’s expression hardened slightly. “I don’t need to be jealous, do I?”

“No, of course not,” I said, maybe a little too quickly. She didn’t, of course. Tamret was the most amazing girl I’d ever met. She was brazen and smart and maybe a little bit reckless, but the most important thing to me was that she made me feel like I was those things too. When Tamret was around, I could go places and do things I would never have had the guts to do before I met her, and she always made me feel like I could get the job done.

“Anyhow,” I said, “Alice wants to see if she can leave when we get to Earth.”

“Really?” Tamret’s ears rotated slightly backward. “I thought she wanted to be in on the action.”

“She does, but she’s worried about her dad.”

Tamret nodded. “I’d have given her a hard time if it were something stupid, but if my parents were still around, I’d want to make sure they were safe too.”

Her parents had disappeared into the black hole of her country’s prison system when she was a little girl. Tamret had no idea if they were alive, but I got the sense she assumed the worst. The way things were on her planet, she had no reason to be optimistic. I knew that was one of the reasons she had been fighting so hard for the Confederation. If she could get membership for her world, the oppressive rulers and tight caste systems of Rarel would come crashing down.

“She thinks you have a problem with her,” I said, feeling like I was on thin ice.

“Maybe at first,” Tamret admitted. “Things were weird with us when I got back to Confederation Central.” “Weird” in this case meant she’d shown up with a total dork as her fiancé, but that was all in the past, so there was no point in dwelling on it. “But she’s a good member of the team. I’d rather she stuck around, but I understand why she needs to go.”

She looked relaxed, and I knew she was being completely honest. She usually was unless she thought she needed to protect someone from the truth. It was just one more thing I admired about her. I’d spent so much time on Confederation Central worrying about how intense she was, how she might hate Alice because she’d see her as a rival, and now, once again, I saw that I’d been an idiot to underestimate her.

I wanted to talk to her about whether or not we were a thing, and if she was still planning on coming back to Earth with me when this was all over, but it seemed like the wrong time. It always seemed like the wrong time, what with planetary invasions and upheavals in galactic civilizations and all that. Maybe, I thought, it didn’t matter. She wanted to sit near me while we recovered from the last crisis and waited for the next one. For now that was enough.

•  •  •

We emerged back in Earth’s system, just as Steve thought we would. That was good. We did not emerge at the exact same point from which we’d departed, in the void between Jupiter and Saturn. That was less good. Instead we emerged between the Earth and the Moon. Quick astronomy lesson: There is a lot less distance between the Earth and the Moon than there is between Jupiter and Saturn. That means the gravitational pull of the larger body, in this case my home planet, was going to become a factor, especially since the crew piloting our ship had anticipated popping into gravity-negligible emptiness and not next to something as big as a planet.

And, while we’re at it, quick lesson in space-battle tactics: When you suddenly appear near a planet where there are dozens of enemy ships on the lookout for anything that doesn’t belong, you don’t have a whole lot of time to come up with a clever plan that doesn’t end with capture or destruction.

Steve did not discuss options, because there were no options to discuss. We had nowhere to run, and there was no place to head but down. In order to avoid being spotted by the orbiting Phandic cruisers, he took us directly toward Earth.

The ship rumbled and lurched as we entered the atmosphere, but then quickly settled. The viewscreens revealed clouds and below us oceans. Inhabited planets tended to look similar from orbit, but there was still something unmistakable about my own world, even viewed from miles up. This was where I was from, the place I was fighting for—and it had been invaded by aliens who hated me.

“Head for someplace uninhabited,” I told Steve. “We can’t let the nonhumans be spotted.”

“No!” Dr. Roop cried. He was rubbing his knobby horns, which he tended to do when nervous. “The Phands won’t miss an unidentified spacecraft entering the atmosphere. You have to find someplace densely populated where the natives of this planet can blend in. Those of us from other worlds are going to be captured. There is no avoiding that.”

I glanced at Tamret. “Forget that. We need another option.”

“It’s the only way,” he said. He had opened up the holographic keyboard from his data bracelet and was typing rapidly while he talked to us. “I’m sending all of you my plan. The Phands always follow protocol, which is to wait two standard days before they begin interrogating prisoners. With your upgraded skill trees, that should give you ample time to find and liberate us. If we attempt anything else, we’ll all be captured, and the situation will be much more difficult. We want to get off-world unhurt, but we also want to do it without revealing what we can now do, so I suggest you only use the Former military technology for concealment. Nothing ostentatious. The less they know about our new abilities, the better.”

A message pinged in my HUD, and I opened it and glanced quickly at Dr. Roop’s plan, which did seem to make sense. I looked at Steve and Tamret, who both nodded. If they were on board, then I had no choice but to go along with the scheme, however much I hated it.

“I can’t agree to this,” Villainic said. He was the only one among us who had not received the Former implants. He didn’t even have a data bracelet, so Dr. Roop couldn’t have shown him the plan. “On behalf of Tamret and myself, I insist that we find an alternative that does not involve capture.”

As had become our custom, we ignored him.

“We are also going to have to destroy this ship,” Charles said. “It is of Former origin, which means they’ll be able to figure out exactly who we are.”

“Yes,” Dr. Roop agreed. He had already thought of it. He began programming a molecular decomposition program into the ship’s computer. It was a lot less spectacular than an explosion, but a great deal more effective. The ship would dissolve into particles and drift away in the breeze. There would be no pieces left to examine or reconstruct. The Phands would know some aliens had landed on the planet, but it would take them time to identify their species and point of origin. If Dr. Roop’s information was correct, Phandic protocol would require the prisoners to stew for two days before they began any questioning. With the aid of the stealth features of our upgrades, we’d use that time to find our friends, steal a ship, and be back to exactly where we were before we’d started spiraling out of control through Earth’s atmosphere.

“Your world,” Steve said to me. “You should take the helm.”

I sat down and began to steady the ship as I figured out where we should go. If Alice, Charles, Mi Sun, and I were all going to blend in, we needed to be someplace that was ethnically diverse so none of us looked out of place. We were also wearing Confederation clothing, which wasn’t that different from plenty of Earth clothing, but it would help to be in a place with lots of weirdly dressed teenagers. Maybe there were better spots on the planet than New York City for kids who’d gotten their outfits on a space station, but I couldn’t think of any.

While I piloted the ship, Dr. Roop turned to address us humans. “We can’t even guess at all the abilities we now possess, but finding us and rescuing us from the Phands is well within your power. I have no doubt you can do this. But you are going to need to protect yourselves from scrutiny. You have a camouflage ability, so use it to hide your data bracelet and any technology that could identify you as having spent time off-world.”

I checked my HUD and saw this was pretty easy to do.

“Why do we need to wait to be rescued?” Villainic asked. “Why can’t you use your new abilities to lead us to safety?”

“Because once the Phands understand what we can do, they are going to take us much more seriously,” Tamret said. “If they realize we are basically walking weapons with the means and will to take down their empire, I think they’ll find ways to make our lives more difficult.”

“Exactly,” Dr. Roop said. “However, those of you who are from this world will have one disadvantage, and that is the people you know and care about. If the Phands identify you, they may try to use your families and friends against you. For that reason, I suggest you do all you can to conceal your identities and to avoid making contact with anyone.”

This was a disappointment. Alice had wanted to check in on her dad, and I had been hoping to talk to my parents to make sure they were okay. We all wanted to know that our friends and families were safe, but we couldn’t take the risk. The best way to protect them was to stick to the plan and get the Phands off Earth for good.

“Okay,” I said. “I think we get it.”

We were coming across the Atlantic and could see Manhattan now. My first impulse was to land in Central Park, and our course was projected on a holographic display above the helm station. When Tamret saw where I was heading, she shoved me away from the console. “An open field is going to make it impossible for you guys to escape. You need someplace crowded, where you can vanish quickly.”

Tamret may not have known very much about New York, but by pure chance or clever instinct she picked a good spot, landing our ship at Astor Place, right by a big statue of a cube. I don’t know what that cube is supposed to be, but I was pretty sure no one was looking at it too closely when our ship touched down. On our viewscreens we could see people staring at us but keeping their distance, not sure what fresh horrors were going to emerge. They probably thought we were more Phands, come to do something terrible.

“Everyone ready?” I asked.

“Not yet,” Dr. Roop said. “We have a few minutes before the Phands will likely be able to mobilize a response to an unknown spaceship landing here. Keep in mind that on occupied worlds the Phands use a system of passive security checks embedded into virtually all their technology. Inhabitants radiate an identification aura, which is constantly being verified. You will have to forge identifications in order to blend in, and this should be quite easy to do with our new upgrades, but you will first have to hack into the local security systems. That means you will not have the opportunity to generate proper identification until you are actually interacting with local authorities. Meanwhile, they will be attempting to read your aura before it exists.”

Okay, so I’d be forging a new identity on the fly under impossible conditions. “Got it.”

“Then I will open the hatch,” said Dr. Roop. “Is everyone prepared to run?”

“Not yet,” Tamret said. She threw her arms around me and hugged me. “Don’t be long,” she whispered in my ear.

“I won’t,” I told her. The last time we’d been separated, I’d promised to come get her, but I’d had no idea how I could make it happen. This time around, I was ready. The Phands were not going to get in my way.

Dr. Roop opened the hatch, and the gloomy light of an overcast day streamed in. We ran.

•  •  •

By unspoken agreement, the humans all stuck together, as did the aliens. It wasn’t going to work in anyone’s favor if we got separated.

I’d been to New York a few times with my mom, and I felt like I knew the city moderately well—I understood the difference between uptown and downtown and could read a subway map—but I’d never been to New York during an alien occupation. That changed things.

The streets were, as always, full of people, and I was pleased that none were Phands. I had no doubt there were plenty of them on the planet, but none were near me, and that was a good thing. Less good was the obvious influence they’d had on the place in the short time they had been on Earth. All the billboards and advertisements on buildings were now about the glories of the Phandic Empire. There were holographic projections in the skies promising peace, prosperity, and order. More than that, I saw human police officers in altered uniforms, changed so that they reflected the cut of Phandic military uniforms. On one of the police cars rushing toward where we’d landed I saw the motto to pacify and preserve order.

Worst of all were the billboards and posters showing the smug face of our supreme viceroy, Nora Price. I was annoyed, but not at all surprised, that she had risen to become top Phandic bootlicker on Earth. She had been the adult human representative during our first visit to Confederation Central, but it had turned out that she was a Phandic double agent. Now she’d received her reward for selling us out. Pictures of her were everywhere. We saw her glancing down at us wherever we went, smiling her humorless smile, as text accompanying the images urged us to admire and obey or submit to your viceroy—and prosper!

Nora Price and I had a history, and it wasn’t a pleasant one. I’d made her look bad in front of her Phandic masters, and I knew she would like nothing better than to see me face what she considered justice for my crime of not wanting to be murdered. I needed to rescue my friends and get busy putting an end to this invasion before she found out I was here.

I dared a quick glance behind me while police officers rushed out of their vehicles to inspect our ship. They seemed afraid to get too close, a decision they probably felt good about when the ship began to glow an eerie white color and then slowly dissolve into a wispy fog that blew away in the breeze.

I started to run again, but Alice grabbed hold of my arm. “Don’t,” she said. “No one else is running. Act normal.”

“She means act like a normal person,” Mi Sun elaborated. “Don’t act normal for you.”

Alice was right. A crowd had now formed at what had been mutually determined a safe perimeter around where our ship had landed. The police were cautiously walking around the now-empty spot, but there were no signs that anything had been there a second ago. Several of them were talking nervously into their phones, obviously unclear about how to proceed. My guess was that the Phands weren’t particularly forgiving planetary masters, and none of these officers wanted to do the wrong thing in a completely unfamiliar situation. As far as any of them could know, they’d already made a thousand mistakes, and their new bosses were going to be very angry.

As for Tamret, Steve, Dr. Roop, and Villainic, I could see no sign of them. Maybe they hadn’t been captured yet, but it was only a matter of time. Two cat aliens, a lizard man, and a guy with a giraffe neck were not going to blend in, not even in New York.

I glanced back over my shoulder and saw police officers moving crowds away from where the ship had been, and they weren’t being too gentle about it. “I can’t believe they’re working with the Phands,” I said. “New York cops should be leading the charge against the aliens.”

“I did some research on the way over here,” Alice said. “I figured it was a good idea to be prepared.”

Especially, I thought, since she plans to stay.

“About ten percent of the population on Earth now has behavior-modification nanites,” she explained. “Anyone in law enforcement or the military, or with any kind of leadership role, has them. It’s not exactly mind control, but they make people want to help the Phands. It’s not really their fault that they’re cooperating.”

“So we can’t expect any local help,” I said. “Good to know.”

Alice looked around. “Yeah. So, now what?”

“Now we wait until they’re captured,” I said. “Then we find out where they’re being held and go get them. Let’s give things a few hours to settle down and then see if we can hack into the Phandic planetary computers.”

“Okay,” Alice said. “I’ll help make sure everyone gets away, but then you guys are on your own.”
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