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The war wasn’t over. Not yet.

Lucas was shaking. He couldn’t help himself. He’d faced battle after battle over the past few years, but never anything like this. Nothing could prepare him for the scene that lay before him.

How many did they say were out there? One million? Two? But the floating lenses around him were broadcasting to a hundred billion more.

He sat on a massive stage at the end of a long promenade. They told him they used to coronate kings there in the old days—back when monarchy was still an accepted form of rule. A few dozen massive statues of ancient warriors standing as tall as the giant trees in between them extended several miles out ahead of him. In the distance were the shining, colossal buildings that made up the heart of the sprawling city Elyria, the largest on the planet by far. It was balmy and felt like June in Portland. Before the world had ended, of course. They said it was always like this there, one of the many reasons it was chosen as the planet’s capital. White clouds floated far overhead, but the sun shone brightly, nearly twice as large as its counterpart on Earth. But fortunately it was only half as hot. It was afternoon, but the crescents of two moons could still be seen in the sky. The other three had long since disappeared from view.

Lucas looked down to the ground, where archaic cobblestone had been meticulously restored and assembled for this very occasion. His black shoes had no laces; his dark pants and high-collared coat had no buttons. He scratched the back of his neck, which still annoyed him hours after a haircut. His close-cropped buzz had grown out, and a team of stylists had spent an eternity making sure every sandy brown hair was perfectly in place. And that was after spending half a day in wardrobe to assemble the outfit that would introduce him to the world.

Next to him was Asha, who had spent twice as long with her groomers, though she didn’t need it. Her dark hair was done up in a series of elaborate braids that weaved in and out of each other like dueling serpents. Dark brown-and-gold makeup made her green eyes shine more brightly than ever. It was the most striking Lucas had ever seen her look, though that wasn’t saying much, considering she had been covered in blood and grime a good deal of the time he’d known her. She wore an all-white ensemble, a counter to his dark suit. Her dress was wrapped around her like a fabric puzzle, and it was hard to comprehend how it was sewn. Noticing his leg was bouncing up and down rapidly, she put her hand on his knee to steady him. He caught her eye and she smiled.

Behind them stood Alpha, getting uneasy looks from the press in the first few rows, and assuredly billions of others around the planet. He had refused any attempt at custom-knit clothes; such coverings were deemed silly in Xalan culture, outside of battle armor. And letting him wear that would send the wrong message. Rather, the stylists had to be content with polishing up his natural gray plating as best they could before he had shooed them away with an annoyed growl.

To Lucas’s right was Admiral Tannon Vale, the steely eyed soldier who had first picked them up when they entered the system. He’d since sprouted a light silver beard, and his chest was decorated with a pair of new accolades he’d won since they first met. A dozen more chairs around them were filled with military and political dignitaries. Lucas had heard many had been vying for a seat on the stage for months, promising all manner of payment and favors in order to be front and center at the most significant world event of their lifetimes.

High Chancellor Talis Vale, ruler of the entire planet of Sora, sat next to her younger brother. She rose as her undersecretary finished her introduction to the masses. Her blue eyes twinkled as she passed Lucas, and she briefly touched his and Asha’s shoulders on her way to the lectern. She wore a flowing pale emerald dress that fluttered in the wind behind her as she reached the center of the stage. A hush fell over the crowd like a wave, and even those miles away became deathly silent, watching their leader begin to speak on hovering monitors.

“Greetings, people of Sora,” she began. “Today marks a turning point not only in the Great War, but in our entire civilization’s history. Today we learn we are not alone in this fight, or in this universe. Today you will witness the beginning of a new era.”

Six months. That’s how long it had been since the fateful battle aboard the Ark. Well, six Soran months, each of which were twenty days that were thirty-seven hours long.

Despite the initial findings of Tannon Vale’s science team, it took an exceptionally long time for the travelers’ impossible story to be fully believed. A dead planet, an extinct race, and a trillion mile journey were too farfetched to be possible, no matter what the preliminary data said. The running theory became that they were some sort of Xalan science project—a covert-ops experiment attempting to replicate the creatures’ original ancestors, the Sorans. Lucas, Asha, and Noah were each kept in isolation for months as endless tests were run on their biology. They extracted spinal fluid, brain cells, muscle tissue, and all manner of other bits and pieces meant to prove their claims. It was fortunately a painless process, but Lucas feared for the state of his companions while he was allowed no information or contact with them for what seemed like an eternity.

They were questioned about Earth, and Lucas was forced to paint as clear a picture as he could of the world and its entire history from memory alone. His vivid description of the Xalan invasion matched their own wartime history, and only when the genetic tests had been verified twenty times over did they start to truly believe him. Alpha provided them with exact coordinates of Earth’s location, and they were able to catch their own glimpse of Lucas’s former world through their observation equipment, albeit a place more brown and gray than it appeared in records. They lacked the ability to travel there, as the only two white null cores on the planet up to the task were firmly entrenched in two still-dangerous Xalan ships, but it was enough for them to loosen their grip and allow Lucas to see his companions during the third month of captivity.

The first of his old crew members he saw was Alpha, who had been stripped of his mechanical hand but was allowed to keep his translator collar for questioning. He greeted Lucas heartily and began attempting to recount the past three months at such a rapid speed Lucas couldn’t keep up.

Next came Asha, who embraced Lucas fiercely when she saw him. Familiar feelings flooded back into him. She revealed nearly identical treatment at the hands of the Sorans, which had been firm and exhausting, but not abusive. But it was immediately apparent she was not pregnant, as she had been the last time he’d seen her. Before Lucas could open his mouth to ask, a new door opened.

Noah had been assigned a team of caretakers during his stay at the secret facility. Lucas was stunned to watch him led in by the hand by a nurse. The now much taller child toddled over to him and wrapped his tiny arms around his knee, his face beaming with a broad smile. At over a year old now, he’d taken his first steps in captivity without them.

The team led them to another secure area in the underground facility. When the sliding doors opened and he saw what was there, his heart soared in his chest. Asha saw the joy and relief on his face and smiled. Suspended in a tank in front of them was a small child. Well, the shape of a child. It was a fetus, three months old, connected to tubes and wires as it floated, suspended in the fluid. It was his child. Their child.

Natural childbirth had been outlawed for the last few hundred years on Sora. Fertilized eggs were extracted from the mother shortly after conception, and the children were birthed in units like the one that stood before them. Mortality rates of both mothers and infants became almost nonexistent. In the tanks, the children were laced with genes that would prevent all manner of future diseases and disabilities. Tears welled in Lucas’s eyes as he stood in front of the tiny shape; they spilled over onto his cheeks when Asha told him it was a boy.

There was a sect that still didn’t trust the three of them, and everyone was having a hard time believing Alpha was the first Xalan to truly turn traitor in centuries. But the waves and waves of scientific and tactical knowledge he bestowed upon the Sorans began to increase their goodwill toward him. He detailed the process of how the long-range white null cores were made, and though it would take at least a decade to properly synthesize the necessary element, the science team set to work under his instruction almost immediately to get the process started. The revelation that Xalans had conquered worlds like Earth and were using them for resources filled in many gaps in the military’s knowledge. It had long been a mystery how they had sustained the war for millennia with such a resource-poor planet as Xala.

At long last, the Sorans realized they couldn’t argue with the science anymore. The subtly different DNA, the vision of Earth, the tomes and tomes of knowledge about the colony planets and Xala itself. Either it was the most elaborate, intelligent infiltration plan in Xalan history, a race of vicious creatures known for their brute force approach to warfare, or these strange visitors were telling the truth. Their cells became more comfortable, their meals more edible (it was miraculous to have solid food again, even if Lucas recognized nothing on his plate), and a dangerous decision was made. They would get their wish. They would meet Talis Vale.

She’d been observing them for months behind inches-thick indestructible glass, but she finally commanded her worried security team to let her see the travelers. Without restraints. Without guards. It was an insane idea to everyone but her, but Talis explained it was the only true test that would ease everyone’s fears once and for all.

Lucas, Asha, and Alpha finally left their underground bunker and were taken to the palace itself in floating vehicles with completely blacked-out windows, though once inside they were made to wear blinding goggles anyway.

The light finally found them again in an exceptionally ornate room full of odd-looking furniture and walls adorned with paintings depicting epic battle scenes. Most looked ancient, with the Soran warriors clutching swords and spears. Eventually the artwork evolved into more modern warfare. The centerpiece of the room was a massive three-dimensional hologram with a label that read “The Battle of Gorgath.” In it, Xalans and Sorans battled to the death by the thousand. Lucas couldn’t comprehend how much time had gone into making something with such detail. Peering closer, he could see individual expressions of rage and horror on the Soran faces.

Talis Vale entered the room silently, and when they realized she’d arrived the three of them jerked their attention from the paintings toward her. The High Chancellor wore a simple blue dress, her silver hair done up into a pair of vertically aligned buns on the top of her head. She was clearly older than in the images they’d seen of her, but her skin was smooth and only a few creases lined her face. The room was free of guards of any sort, and they walked around completely unbound. This was the test. If they truly were assassins, this was their chance to kill the most powerful person on the planet with ease. It showed Talis had faith in them and in their story.

Obviously, there was no bloodshed as the group had no such murderous intentions toward a woman they’d traveled halfway across the galaxy to find. They chatted about Earth before the war, raising Noah on a spaceship, and other pleasant things. After a while, when Talis was satisfied she wasn’t going to be killed by the outworlders who sat in front of her, she shared her true purpose with them.

“Your story is incredible, and the proof to support it is overwhelming. Your actions today have shown you are no threat to me or my people. I ask you, will you become our allies in this fight against Xala?”

Lucas leaned forward on the plush couch where he sat.

“Of course. But our people are gone. There’s only us left.”

Talis smiled.

“Yes, but you survived. I’ve fought with my advisors for many weeks about this, but I want you revealed to the world. I want billions to know that Sorans, humans are spread across the galaxy and have suffered at the hands of the Xalans as much as we have.”

“More so,” Asha said curtly. Talis continued.

“You are quite simply the greatest discovery in our world’s history. We’ve been looking for life in the galaxy for countless generations, but finally, you came to us. And you are us. It’s incredible, don’t you agree?”

“I remember when my people first learned the truth of the web of Soran worlds,” Alpha said, his collar communicator projecting his metallic voice. “It was impossible, extraordinary.”

“I’ll leave it to the scientists to fully understand how this came to be. But in the meantime, we have a more pressing problem. Despite what this room may suggest, we do not relish war, and we have been fighting the Xalans for too long in this struggle that seems as if it will never end. Between the inspiration you will give our entire planet and the scientific knowledge we can gain from you, Alpha, this conflict may at last find a conclusion.”

“But in what fashion?” Alpha asked. “You cannot reach the colony planets for years. Even if you could, you would find yourselves outmatched.”

Talis shook her head.

“No, force alone has not worked for thousands of years, and it is not the ultimate answer we seek. The most important piece of information you’ve provided us with is that the Xalans have no knowledge of their true origins, and the people have forgotten we are their creators.”

“We have not forgotten. We have been lied to,” Alpha said. Talis nodded in assent.

“A monstrous lie to be sure. If what you say is true about instability in the planetary colonies, we can expose the truth your father discovered and your people will be free to overthrow their savage leadership. I imagine such a revelation would lead to this course of action, would it not?”

“It is possible,” Alpha said. “But the Council has kept the secret for an eternity and silenced all those who would share it. What hope do we have of achieving a different result?”

Talis leaned over the table in front of them and popped a round blue piece of fruit into her mouth.

“That is a conversation for another day. But for now, I need to know you are with me. Are you ready to tell a hundred billion Sorans your story?”

Lucas snapped back into focus on the stage. Talis had been extolling their bravery and valor for a few minutes now, and the crowd was still silent after the thunderous news that aliens not only existed but looked exactly like them. Behind them, a giant bowl sat embedded in the ground, and out of it sprang two enormous holographic portraits of Lucas and Asha, floating for all the world to see.

Talis was wrapping up now. The main focus was always supposed to be on them, and Lucas jumped when he heard his name and saw her sweep her arm toward him and Asha, welcoming them to come forward.

“I give you the Earthborn, Lucas and Asha!”

He rose from his chair, as did Asha. She grasped his hand tightly and he could feel it was as clammy as his own. It appeared the dauntless warrior did fear some things after all.

This was as good a reception as they could have possibly received; Alpha had been right on all counts when it came to gauging the Sorans’ reaction to their arrival. With the initial distrust and suspicion past, they were being welcomed as heroes. Practically gods.

Lucas’s legs stopped quivering long enough for him to make it to the podium hand in hand with Asha. There was nothing resembling a microphone, but camera-bots swirled around, sending out every possible angle of the pair of them to all corners of the world. Behind them, the giant hologram had shifted to a mammoth globe of a blue-and-green Earth that rose fifty feet high in the air.

Lucas cleared his throat.

“Hello,” he said to the masses, then froze as he realized he’d said the word in English. After all his lessons onboard the Ark and further training by Soran language instructors for this day, he stumbled out of the gate. Asha stepped in and saved him.

“Greetings,” she said in perfect Soran, then turned back to Lucas with a sly smile.

“I am Lucas, and this is Asha,” he said in the proper tongue. “And we come from a planet called Earth.”

He could see the eyes of those in the front rows, wide with amazement. A few had even fallen to their knees—whether in reverence or terror, he couldn’t be sure.

“Like you, we were stunned to learn that we had brothers and sisters across the stars. It is unfortunate our two civilizations could not have met during a time of peace, but because of the Xalans, our planet is now mere memory. All that’s left are records and stories, which you will be hearing for days, months, and years to come.”

All the information compiled on Earth from both their own testimony and Alpha’s records was to be released on what the Sorans simply called the “Stream.” It was a constant feed of information, communication, and entertainment that seemed like all Earth’s media sources rolled into one. After the speech, the archive would go live and every Soran would be able to learn everything there was to tell about the lost planet of Earth.

“We learned we were one of many worlds full of humans”—
Oops—“Sorans,” he corrected, “that have been sacrificed to the Xalan war machine. These other planets were ravaged as Earth was, but we were the only world who could fight back.”

The hologram behind them now displayed the various battle scenes of raids on foreign Soran worlds that Alpha had shown them aboard the Ark. The civilizations ranged in age from mere cavemen to the sorts of Industrial Revolution–era cities that once populated Earth. But none of them had the capacity to fend off the invaders the way Earth did. Its technology had been just advanced enough to ensure the mutual destruction of both itself and its attempted conquerors. There were gasps from the crowd as they watched the devastation unfold, and a few people actually screamed. The scene switched to a battle on Earth where a Xalan mothership was torn apart by a nuke dropped directly on top of it.

“We fought them off, but our planet was poisoned, dying. We soon learned of the far-off world known as ‘Sora,’ full of beings like us, and knew it was our only salvation.”

Lucas turned to Asha, her hair blowing faintly in the warm breeze. She nodded and took over the speech as they’d agreed earlier.

“We escaped our planet on the last working spacecraft with the aid of a friend—an exiled Xalan named Alpha,” she said.

The holograph changed to a view of Alpha sitting behind them, a stoic expression on his face. Countless pairs of eyes widened in front of them.

“We learned that not all Xalans are bloodthirsty; there are many who want peace. Because of his refusal to carry out the savage commands of his superiors, Alpha was branded a traitor and personally hunted by High Commander Kurotos across the galaxy.”

Kurotos was the name Sorans had for Omicron, and he was a formidable figure in their history, infamous for his brutality across centuries of galactic combat.

“The Shadow killed his family on Xala for treason, a clan of scientists, and wanted to reclaim his considerable mind for the war effort. Alpha refused, and we aided him. After pursuing us all the way from Earth, Commander Kurotos boarded our ship as we reached Soran space. It was the last mistake he ever made.”

The holograph showed autopsy footage of the blue-eyed, black skinned Xalan lying dead in a Soran holding area. The crowd was too stunned by everything being said to even cheer. The silence of a million people in front of them was unsettling.

“We were welcomed warmly by your leaders, and a decision was made to tell the public our story. We want you to know that you are not alone in this fight. This war is about more than just the fate of your world, as the Xalans put every system, and every populated planet, known and unknown, at risk.”

There was much they weren’t allowed to say in the speech. They couldn’t mention they captured Omicron’s ship, which was now buried a few miles underground in a covert laboratory. They were advised to not mention the government’s initial skepticism of their claims, or the fact that the Xalans were fighting a war based on false pretenses that had been uncovered by Alpha’s father. Specific details of the final years of Earth were deemed too gruesome to share, and they were not to mention the eleven other humans Alpha had collected before meeting them that remained in brain-dead stasis after being extracted from the Ark. Such things were not “need to know” for the public, and revealing as much as they had already would be enough for the world to process. Lucas couldn’t imagine if two Sorans had shown up on Earth and delivered a similar message on the steps of the White House.

“We have arrived safely now, but we did not come alone. We brought with us the last son of Earth, Noah …”

The hologram showed a beaming Noah playing with his beloved holoball. He tottered around the room onscreen ungracefully. His blond locks had grown longer and wavy.

“… and soon, we will welcome our first son of Sora.”

The image changed to the tank where the now six-month-old child grew. Lucas saw more than a few smiles on the faces closest to him. He began to speak again in place of Asha.

“We thank you for welcoming us into your world. As safe as we are here, and as hard as our journey has been, we will not be content to rest while the Xalan menace remains. As such, Asha and I will be enlisting in the Soran Defense Initiative, where we hope to contribute to the final resolution of this war. With one of the top Xalan minds now on our side, and your unwavering support, we will end this conflict forever. Thank you for accepting us into your home.”

There was silence as Lucas and Asha stood uncomfortably at the podium. In front of them, humming generators provided nearly invisible forcefields that would screen them from the mob should things turn ugly. Lucas scanned the faces in front of them, searching for an answer as to what was about to happen.

Someone yelled. Then another, and another. Like a wave, people began to raise their right fists into the air, cheering as they did so. It was a sign of respect in Soran culture, and soon there were more than a million arms raised in front of them as the roar of the crowd became deafening. Lucas beamed as Asha bit her lip and gave a reluctant but dazzling smile.

Had they found a new home? In that moment, it certainly felt like it.
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The speech earned Lucas many warm smiles and congratulations from the sorts of nobles and officers who had been peering at him from behind mirrored glass for the past six months. The Stream showed scenes of jubilation in many of the major cities across the planet, though there were already a few claiming the entire event was pure wartime propaganda. A political group called the Fourth Order said the newcomers were not from any such foreign planet but were just genetically altered Soran constructs meant to drum up support for the war. Further still, there were those who deemed the revelation a Xalan conspiracy led by the double agent Alpha, with genetic abominations Lucas and Asha set to usher in the end of Sora as they brought the government down from the inside. The team escorting Lucas tried to usher him away from the screens when such accusations cropped up.

But Lucas was still riding high on the thunderous cheers of millions of Sorans and nothing would derail his mood. He and Asha were separated and taken to yet another series of groomers who would prepare them for their next big event: the Earth Gala.

It was a gathering that had been announced weeks earlier, but the focus had been kept a secret. The now-revealed objective was that the party would personally introduce them to Sora’s elite, from captains of industry to powerful politicians and military figures. Talis assured them they would be thoroughly annoyed by most of the people they met, but she’d never hear the end of it if they were kept secluded from her allies around the world after the news had been made public. Dignitaries had planned for the event for weeks, despite its secrecy, and had flown in from not only all over Sora but also from a few of the colonies planted on sparsely populated nearby worlds within the system.

The stylists mercifully left Lucas’s hair the way it was, but they put him in a new suit that was a style meant for ultra-formal occasions such as this. It was similar to his old one, dark and high collared, but there were inlaid patterns of cobalt-colored fabric, supposed indicators of a high-class garment.

“You should be honored,” a stylist said. She was an older woman with her hair done up like a tornado and colored varying shades of red. “This was hand sewn specifically for you by Jolo Houzan himself. His designs run upwards of a hundred thousand marks, even when they’re not custom made.”

Lucas knew neither who Jolo Houzan was nor if a hundred thousand marks was a large amount. He simply smiled and nodded and wondered how many marks were being invested into Asha’s appearance next door.

After being kept in seclusion for so long, it was strange for Lucas to find himself being treated like a king over the course of the day. As he was being fitted, an attractive young girl with short auburn hair and sea green eyes came to take his pre-party food order. Sorans usually ate five meals a day. The only thing he knew how to describe was a slab of orange-ish meat he had been fed earlier; the rest of the holographic menu floating in front of him made no sense at all. Learning the language did not mean he knew much of anything about the specifics of life on Sora. But he did know that orange meat was delicious, which was proven true yet again when it arrived in front of him a short time later, hand-delivered with a lingering smile from the girl. “Seared Charo,” the dish was called. He wondered what the animal it came from might look like. Though humans looked identical to Sorans, their wildlife was drastically different.

At last the flurry of servants and stylists left him, and he was able to sit in peace and enjoy the last bites of his meal. He stared into the mirror in front of him, barely recognizing the man looking back. He’d come a long way from the gaunt survivalist who had roamed around a desolate Earth, or the blood-spattered soldier who had killed too many aliens and humans to count in the past year alone. Before him was a regal-looking fellow with windswept hair, piercing gray eyes, and a healthy glow. And in a hundred-thousand-mark suit to boot. But he knew once he made good on his promise to join the Defense Initiative, this man would disappear.

It took weeks to convince Talis to let them enlist in the military. Finally she was swayed by her brother, Tannon, to let them sign on and become a public face for the war. The bravery of these newcomers, to have gone through so much and still be willing to fight, would inspire all of Sora, he said. And, judging by the public’s reaction so far, he was right.

Lucas and Asha had discussed the matter between them. They decided they wouldn’t be able to live with themselves if they let the war rage around them and did nothing. The creatures had taken away everything they loved, their entire world, and who was to say they wouldn’t find another planet full of innocents and do the same to them? Even if they couldn’t win the war outright, the Earthborn had to do their part to help. “Earthborn” was an identifier that had stuck, and as Lucas could see from the Stream on the opposite wall, the term was being used in headlines across the globe.

He glanced out the window that made up the wall to his left and watched the large sun dip down behind the reflective buildings of Elyria a few miles away. He was on one of the highest floors of the Grand Palace, and peering down he could barely make out the gardens below. Extending in front of him was the promenade where he’d addressed the world, and the giant stone guardians stood on each side, silently watching over the path to the glittering city.

The sky turned orange, then red, then a dusky purple as the sun finally disappeared completely. Above where it fell hung three round moons of differing sizes. Two more surely lurked behind him somewhere. Stars began to show through the darkness, despite the city lights below them. Sora’s solar system was far closer to the center of the galaxy than Earth, and the Milky Way was at least three times brighter as the string of lights danced diagonally across the blackness. They called it the “Shining River” here, which seemed like a more appropriate nickname. Lucas realized that his sun was out there somewhere, a dead Earth orbiting it, filled with the ruins of his old civilization.

The door slid open behind him and there was a knock on the metallic frame. Lucas spun around in his chair and saw Asha standing before him.

The sight of her sent chills tumbling down his spine. She was now clad in a long cherry-red dress made out of a shimmering material that seemed to scatter the light around it. It was tied up around her shoulders, with makeup and a necklace of enormous jewels covering up the battle scars across her collarbone. As she strode toward him, a slit revealed her leg up to her thigh, and her neckline was equally daring. Her hair was down now and flowed over her shoulders in waves. Her lips parted into a smile when their eyes met. This was a far softer creature than the one he’d been traveling with for the last year.

“I’ve barely even recognized you today,” she said, eyeing his new wardrobe.

“I know the feeling.”

It was a relaxing to speak in English after being forced to converse in nonstop Soran for most of the past few months. He was even starting to think in the foreign language.

“They’re nicer than my stylists back home, but I’m not so sure about their taste.” She looked down at her dress and let the material slide through her fingers like water. Lucas forgot that Asha once lived in relative luxury herself as an actress, but it likely hadn’t compared to this.

“You look …” Lucas started, at a loss for words, either English or Soran, to describe her radiance.

“That bad, huh?”

“No … I …”

There was no adjective. She fingered one of the large sparkling gems on her necklace.

“They told me that this belonged to some ancient queen. That no one’s worn it in thousands of years.”

“Are those diamonds?” Lucas asked.

“If they are, they’re the biggest I’ve ever seen. Wars would have been fought over a treasure like this back on Earth.”

“That’s quite a gesture then. All I got was this designer suit from Jolo something.”

“Well, you look good. And I don’t think diamonds would help that outfit at all,” she said with a smirk as she got up and walked toward the window.

“Quite a view,” he said, rising from his chair to stand next to her. He watched her eyes dart from moon to moon. “It’s a shame we’re the only ones who get to see it.”

“Yeah,” Asha said. “But we’re the ones who earned it.”

“Still,” he said, “I wouldn’t say we’re exactly the most noble representatives of Earth. If they all knew the things we’d done to be here …”

“Most of them would have done the same if they were in our shoes, and those that hadn’t would be dead.” She turned to him. “Why, who would you have picked to represent the human race?”

Perhaps she hadn’t become gentler after all. Lucas leaned against the window.

“Someone more impressive than me.”

“You were great today. Haven’t you seen the Stream?” She motioned toward the holographic feed on the opposite wall.

Lucas laughed.

“Yeah, people think we’re liars or spies.”

“Not most of them.”

She walked over to the screen and began sifting through the navigation system until she found the story she was looking for. Reading Soran had become as second nature as speaking it over the past six months, and the geometric symbols easily rearranged themselves into words in his mind. Asha pointed to the screen, which showed a crying baby accompanying the text.

“49,054 children born today were named Lucas. 18,324 were named Noah.”

He smiled.

“What about Asha?”

“… 85,941.”

“Guess you’re a crowd favorite.”

“Well, I am the only Earth girl that made it here.”

Lucas examined the story. “Hah, even Alpha got 3,200 little Sorans named after him.”

“I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.”

There was another knock at the open doorway. It was an old man, at least by Earth standards. On Sora, he had to be around 150 or 160. Unnaturally extended life was commonplace on the planet, particularly among the affluent. He wore purple robes that hid his hands and feet completely. His white hair was cropped close to his head, and he was clean shaven. As he smiled, his blue eyes crinkled with a thousand lines.

“Pardon my interruption, but the event is about to begin,” he said in a gravelly voice. “High Chancellor Vale has requested your presence in the Throne Room.”

“The Throne Room?” Lucas asked. “She has a throne?”

“The room is a holdover from when the palace housed the royal family. But these walls have not seen a king in them for close to five thousand years now.”

“So the High Chancellor is elected?” inquired Asha.

“Yes, and five years past, Madam Chancellor commanded 83 percent of the vote to secure her next term.”

“Doesn’t sound like much of a contest,” she said.

“The Vales are a highly respected family on Sora. Her father, High Chancellor Varrus, was one of the most influential leaders in our planet’s history.”

“And what happened to him?” Asha asked.

An indicator light flashed on a piece of his robe, which was apparently laced with circuitry.

“I’m sorry, but we really must be going. I will be happy to elaborate on these matters at another time. I have been assigned as your personal ward during your time at the palace.”

“Our personal ward? What’s your name?” Lucas asked as he and Asha walked out the door.

“Apologies, my name is Malorious Auran. I’ve been Keeper of the Grand Palace for many, many years now. I’ve served both Vales and thirteen High Chancellors before them.”

“I suppose you’re the one to talk to about anything then. We’re still learning our history here,” Lucas said. “I’m Lucas, and this is Asha.”

“I’m well aware,” the old man said with a smile, shuffling ahead of them in long purple robes. “As of today, I have a newborn great-grandchild named Lucas.”

Asha elbowed Lucas as she walked behind him. He grinned.

Lucas had only seen a few areas of the gigantic palace so far, but the Throne Room was by far the most impressive enclosed space he’d ever been in, on this world or his own. It was a mix of ancient art, advanced technology, and otherworldly architecture. Great stone columns held up a ceiling that was swirling with a floating replica of the entire galaxy, which spanned the length of the room. The walls were lined with a mixture of large oil paintings that were assuredly thousands of years old and holographic art pieces that were painstakingly detailed and popped out of their frames. A few even appeared to be moving.

Lush green plants sprouted out of the stone floor around the edges of the room, and Lucas wondered if they were always there or if they had been transplanted for this occasion only. In the center of it all was an enormous cornucopia of unfamiliar food that guests were sampling as they milled around it. Hoisted on a large spit was the skinless form of some great animal Lucas didn’t recognize. It was hard to tell if it was feline, canine, bovine, or something else entirely. A neat row of glowing blue flames underneath kept the beast warm.

On the ground, guests chatted with one another. Many of the men had donned a look close to Lucas’s own relatively subdued suit while others wore stranger ensembles. As they stepped out into the open, one attendee looked at them, then another, and within seconds the entire room had gone silent. Every eye turned in their direction, and they glanced at each other uncomfortably.

Mercifully, Talis Vale quickly walked over to them, downing the last of her drink and handing it off to a servant as she approached. She touched her hands to their arms while the old man who had escorted them shuffled off into the background after a short bow. Talis turned to address the crowd.

“Our guests of honor have arrived at last,” she said, as everyone had now fallen silent. “And don’t they look lovely? May I present Lucas and Asha, the Earthborn!”

There was a rousing cheer from the crowd. Lucas thought there were probably about three hundred guests in all. It was a far cry from the millions he had spoken in front of earlier, but this was an equally intense prospect, as everyone was transfixed by the pair of them. Talis kept her hands on their backs as they walked down the stairs onto the main floor. Lucas noticed an enormous old marble throne to his left.

“Don’t worry,” Talis said. “Everyone here has been instructed to mind their own business and not swarm all over the two of you the entire night, as much as they may want to.”

A new voice came from behind them.

“And if they do bother you, let me know and I’ll boot their asses out of here.”

It was Tannon Vale, dressed in his military finest. He’d forgone his medals for a single pin that was a symbol Lucas didn’t know. There wasn’t a fleck of dust on his entire slate-gray uniform. He did, however, have an energy pistol on his hip. Lucas looked around and realized that at each pillar stood an armed guard clutching a large rifle.

“So you’re running security?” Lucas asked.

“I run security for this whole damn planet, why should this party be any different?” he replied with a snort.

“How many death threats have we gotten so far?” Asha asked.

“About six hundred an hour,” he replied. “But only 3 percent of those are from anyone who’s actually dangerous.”

“Tannon!” Talis exclaimed. “You’re scaring our guests.”

“They’ve seen worse, I can assure you. And besides, no one is within five miles of the palace who hasn’t been put through ten levels of security, which includes all your little fancy friends here.” He motioned to the crowd. Lucas still wasn’t sure exactly how far a Soran mile was yet.

Talis turned to them with a reassuring smile.

“I promise you are perfectly safe here.” She dimmed a bit. “Though I cannot say the same when you run off to join Tannon’s army.”

“It’s your army, I just run it,” the admiral replied. Suddenly his eyes widened.

“Oh, that reminds me.” He turned and shouted toward a conclave of guests behind them, “Maston, get over here.”

A tall, broad-shouldered man broke from the group and strode toward them. He too was in military dress fatigues, though his uniform was dark blue instead of gray and had a full array of commendations across the chest. Black curls of hair spilled down his forehead, and he had a pronounced dimpled chin like a cartoon villain. His brown eyes were deep and dark, and immediately worked their way up and down Asha. Annoyed, she cocked her eyebrow at him. He turned away from her with a smile.

“Yes, Admiral. How can I be of service?”

“You’re first in line to meet the aliens. Lucas and Asha, this is Mars Maston, former Commander of the Fifth Fleet and current First Watchman of the Guardians. He’s helping out with security tonight.”

Lucas noticed a thin line that ran down the right side of his neck, parallel with his collar. A scar? It was the only visible imperfection on what was otherwise a flawless visage.

“It is an honor,” Maston said, bowing deeply.

“Mars like the planet?” Lucas asked.

“Which planet is that?” he said, righting himself.

“Oh right, errr, it’s one of ours.” Lucas felt foolish.

“Well, I’d love to visit it someday,” Maston said with a smile. “It’s amazing,” he continued, turning to Asha.

“What is?” she asked, eyebrow still arched.

“That the first contact we make with another species, they give us an ambassador that outshines our entire race with her beauty.”

Asha rolled her eyes.

“I didn’t need to fly a trillion miles across the galaxy to be hit on by soldiers. I had plenty of that at home.”

“Don’t mind him,” Talis said helpfully. “He’s been a charmer since he could walk. Trust me, I used to babysit him.”

Maston looked a bit sheepish and veered the conversation elsewhere.

“I was impressed to learn that you two are enlisting in the SDI. That’s quite a high calling after just finishing a war of your own.”

“The highest calling,” Tannon said. “And it’s the real reason you have the honor of being at this gala, incidentally.”

Maston looked confused.

“I don’t understand.”

“The Earthborn will be joining your Guardians.”

A look of fury swept over Maston’s face for a brief moment, but it was quickly wiped away and he forced a smile.

“But Admiral,” he said, his voice dropping an octave, “the Guardians are the most elite unit in the entire Initiative. They’re bred from birth for the squadron. It’s not even possible to enlist.”

“It is now.”

“But sir, there’s no way their skills will match that of the existing team. The Guardians have the finest genetic material on the planet. My best soldiers cost billions of marks to assemble.”

The charm was gone, and his voice was now distinctly hollow and cold.

“They also have a bad reputation after your last few missions went … awry,” Tannon said. “You need some good press, and these two joining up will turn them into heroes again in an instant.”

“They are heroes, sir.”

“Not recently.”

Lucas felt the need to interject, though this was the first he was hearing about the Guardians or his imminent deployment to them.

“We’ve been fighting for years now, and outlived everyone on our planet. We took out an entire Xalan space station, and killed a Shadow general on his own ship.”

Maston looked upward in a way that was dangerously close to an eye roll as he let out a sigh. Lucas wanted to hit him.

“Yes, yes, I’ve read the Stream.”

“Then you should know we’re ready for anything you can throw at us,” Asha said menacingly.

“I very much doubt that.”

“You have your orders, Commander. They’ll report to you in a week,” Tannon said forcefully.

“Yes, sir,” Maston replied without breaking eye contact with Lucas.

Apparently Sorans didn’t salute, or Maston was just overcome with anger as he turned and marched off into the crowd without glancing at either of them again.

“Oh, Mars,” Talis said wistfully. “He’s a royal pain sometimes, but underneath he’s a fine soldier, and a fine man. And he’s been through so much …”

“If he gives you any trouble, I can have him deployed to Thylium,” said Tannon. They both gave him blank stares.

“The ice moon,” he clarified.

Tannon glanced over his shoulder to where a large mustachioed man gave him a friendly wave from the other side of the massive banquet table. He returned it with a slight nod.

“Ah, damn it,” he said, turning back to the group. “That’s Madric Stoller, and he’s about to talk my ear off for twenty minutes. Can you give me some backup?” he asked, turning to Asha. The man was indeed already starting to make his way around the table.

“What’s in it for me?” Asha asked dryly.

“He’s the second-richest man on the planet. Probably a good friend to make.”

“He also ran against me last term for high chancellor,” Talis added.

Asha shrugged.

“Interesting enough, I suppose.” She turned to Lucas. “You going to be alright by yourself ?”

Before Lucas could speak, Talis chimed in. “I will see to it he’s well cared for.”

That was good enough for Asha and she turned to leave, her iridescent dress swirling. They met Stoller as he approached, and his face lit up with delight as he was introduced to Asha.

“Come on,” Talis said to him. “It’s your turn to meet the masses too.”

The next few hours were a blur. Lucas was paraded around to an endless array of dignitaries, nobles, provincial leaders, and planetary celebrities. Their names and faces all blended together after a while, and Lucas amused himself by trying to sample every piece of food on the central table at least once. A thought occurred to him as he was eating a pile of cubed red meat on a crystal plate while speaking to the Vice Emissary of Something-or-Other.

“Where’s Alpha?” he asked Talis, who seemed glad to be talking about something other than the food shortage of the man’s province.

“He was invited to the gala, of course, but he refused the offer. It’s hard to blame him, as I can’t guarantee many of these folks wouldn’t be cowering in fear if he were here. Only a handful of people in this room have even seen a Xalan in person. He’s down with the Shadow’s ship, working with our scientists.”

Lucas figured that’s probably exactly where he wanted to be, but it would have been nice to have another friend around. Asha was currently surrounded by a throng of admirers hanging on her every word. Her hand gestures implied she was regaling them with tales of one of their past battles.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Lucas said to Talis and the emissary, “I think I’m going to get some air.”

“Of course, my dear,” Talis said, and the man next to her nodded. “Come find me later.”

Lucas made his way through the crowd with all eyes on him. He figured that everyone he passed was probably dying to meet him, but knew they would be excommunicated by Talis if they bothered him without his permission. It was quite kind of her to make that rule.

He walked through a pair of armed guards standing stiffly at two pillars near the edge of the room. An open doorway led out onto a small balcony. The noise grew quieter as he stepped out of the grand hall. The brilliant display of stars was there once more, and he could see two smaller moons embedded in the sky, one full, one just a sliver. He supposed he was on the other side of the palace now, as the three he’d seen before were out of sight.

In the distance, tall spires of buildings glowed, lit up by pocket-sized null cores far smaller than the one that had powered their ship from Earth to Sora. Lucas wondered when or if he would visit the city of Elyria itself. Or anywhere else for that matter. The palace was gorgeous, but there was a whole new planet out there to see. He shipped off for military training in a week, and who knew what part of the world that would be in? Probably nowhere nearly as beautiful as this. Perhaps enlisting so quickly had been a rash decision, but it had seemed like the right thing to do at the time. But if he died fighting this war, he would get to see only a fraction of this wondrous place he had come so far to find. It was no wonder Alpha had called it a “crown jewel” that the Xalans sought as a prize at the end of the war.

Suddenly, a voice spoke behind him.

“Quite a view, isn’t it?”

Lucas turned. A young woman in a sapphire-colored dress walked slowly toward him. Her blond hair was done up in a series of twisting strands that must have taken hours to arrange. Her neck and wrists glittered with the starlight reflecting off precious stones. As she drew closer, the moonlight illuminated her face. Her eyes sparkled at a distance, and it became immediately clear she was awe-inspiringly beautiful, with each facial feature perfectly measured and placed. And judging by the silhouette of her dress, she had a figure to match.

She stood next to Lucas without looking at him and put her hands on the stone banister in front of her, gazing out at the horizon. The guards hadn’t stopped her from approaching him, which meant she had to be someone of high importance, even in a room full of the most powerful people on the planet. Lucas had forgotten she’d asked a question. She asked another.

“Did you have any cities like Elyria on Earth?” she asked. Her voice had a melodic quality to it that instantly made Lucas forget all about the stress of the party inside. He found his tongue.

“None like this. We had a few great cities. New York, Paris, Dubai, but none could match this.”

She nodded.

“Yes, from what I understand your world was quite a bit younger than ours. But you do seem … civilized.”

“Well, uh, thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” she said with an earnest smile.

She was still staring off into the distance, and had yet to make eye contact with Lucas. She put her elbow on the banister and rested her chin on her hand. Lucas was trying to guess her age. Twenty-five in Earth years maybe? But it was always hard to tell on Sora, with so many procedures to make anyone look young through genetic reconstruction or therapy.

“Who are you?” he asked.

She finally turned to face him. A nearby lantern revealed her eyes, which were a shocking spectrum with flecks of blue, green, brown, and gold, all surrounded by a dark violet ring. Lucas had never seen anything like it before. Her irises were more captivating than the entire galaxy of stars behind them.

“I’m Corinthia, but most around here call me Cora. That’ll happen when everyone’s known you since birth.”

“Since birth?” Lucas asked.

“Well, if you can call it that. My parents spent trillions on the genetics, and I don’t even want to know where I was put together. A Vale has to be perfect, of course.

“I hear you have one of your own on the way as well. I suppose congratulations are in order. The First Son of Sora and all that. I’m sure they’ll give him the best genes on the market. And probably some off market as well. Just avoid eyes like these,” she said, motioning to her own. “Even at a hundred million apiece, the coloring isn’t worth the light sensitivity.”

“You’re a Vale,” Lucas said at last.

“Yes, yes, I know, the pains of being the High Chancellor’s daughter. I must sound like a proper brat,” she said, rolling her eyes.

Talis’s daughter. He could see the resemblance now, vaguely.

“Not at all,” Lucas said politely, determined to pretend he knew who she was all along.

“I do actual work around here, despite what they may say about me. I’m actually Chief Military Liaison for the Chancellor’s office as of last year, so we’ll be seeing quite a lot of each other. I hear you ship out with the Guardians in a week.”

“So I’m told.”

“Why would you enlist in the Initiative?” she asked. “You just got here after fighting a war, and now you want to jump into another one?”

“Well,” Lucas said, “I do have a planet to avenge.”

“And one to save as well,” she added, her tone shifting from playful to serious. “Sora will be overrun in my lifetime if we do not find a way to end this war soon. Defenses are breaking down across the rim systems every day. They could be here within a decade. And truth be told, we don’t have the strength to hold them off again.”

She tucked a loose strand of hair back into a braid and continued. “I’m tired of war. We all are. Soran history is full of them. We’ve fought over land, money, race, religion. We had to fight our own creations, the machines, and now we’re doing it all over again with the Xalans. We’ll never learn.”

“Earth wasn’t so different,” Lucas said. “Rarely a century went by without millions dying in conflict. It’s human nature, I suppose.”

“Ah yes,” she said. “That’s what you call yourselves, isn’t it, ‘humans.’”

“It’s going to be hard to break that habit.”

She fell silent for a minute and took a sip from the glass in her hand.

“Just promise me something, will you? Finish this.”

Lucas raised his eyebrows.

“Your drink?” he said, nodding toward the blue vial she held.

“The war.”

“That’s a tall order.”

“I know what they’re planning, revealing the truth to the Xalans. It can work.”

She really was well-informed.

“Convince the Xalans we can live in peace. Expose their leaders for the liars and murderers they are. Winning their minds is achievable. Wiping them out entirely is not.”

A few trillion marks in genetic material had obviously made the woman in front of him poised, intelligent, and disarmingly beautiful. As she drifted slightly closer to him, Lucas realized it could be a potentially dangerous combination.

A shiver ran through her and she took a few steps back.

“It’s a bit chilly out here. I’m going to return to the party, as much as it may pain me. I can’t remember the last time this many windbags were in one room.”

“Alright,” Lucas said, chuckling. There was a raucous chorus of laugher from inside. “I’m going to wait a minute longer.”

She backed away from him and spoke as she headed toward the entrance back into the gala.

“It was a pleasure, Earthborn. I’m glad you found us.”

And then she was consumed in a ball of flame.
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Lucas’s back arched as the fiery blast that shot out from the balcony entryway flung him against the stone banister. He hit the ground conscious but disoriented, with pain surging through his body. A dull tone sounded in his ears while his eyes could only see enormous red spots.

He fumbled around on the ground, crawling forward, feeling bits of stone and glass under his feet, trying to understand what had just taken place. An explosion. A bomb. An attack. Immediately, his mind raced to Asha. He tried to stand, but the attempt resulted in an instant collapse to the ground. As his vision slowly came back into focus, he saw a pair of glassy, prismatic eyes staring back at him. Corinthia Vale lay on her side, her cheek and neck blackened, her tattered dress aflame. Her gaze was fixed and unmoving.

Lucas dragged himself over to her on his elbows and placed a trembling pair of fingers on her neck, confirming what he already knew. She was gone. Looking past her, the Throne Room was a hellish furnace of smoke and flame, and Lucas could hear screams coming from within. How had this happened? His mind swam as he tried once more to get to his feet, this time with greater success. He rose unsteadily, bracing himself against the railing. Corinthia lay still in front of him.

The ground shook as an armored figure landed on the balcony next to him, cracking the tiled floor. Jets protruding out of its back flickered with blue light, then went out completely. It turned to Lucas and revealed an assault weapon in its clutches and a face hidden by a helmet. The figure was a tower of black armor streaked with four blood-red lines intersecting across its breastplate. It was taller than Lucas, but too short to be Xalan. It raised the rifle and Lucas instinctively reached for a gun he did not have.

The figure’s head jerked right and blood sprayed out of the side of the shattered helmet. The suit of armor dropped to the ground as if the body inside had evaporated entirely. A man strode through the flames from inside the main room. It was Mars Maston, uniform scorched and ears bleeding, clutching a long silver energy pistol. He met Lucas’s eyes briefly, but his attention was soon caught by the body below him. He immediately dropped to his knees.

“Cora!” he yelled. “Cora!” He attempted to find a heartbeat as Lucas had and discovered the same sickening truth. He smashed his hand against the stone and turned a fierce gaze toward Lucas.

“Come, now!” he shouted as he rose to his feet, lifting the still smoldering Corinthia. He put her over his shoulder and clutched his pistol with his free hand. Lucas stumbled over to the dead invader and picked up his weapon, which strangely resembled a shortened version of the Xalan rifles he’d become intimately familiar with.

The scene inside was chaotic. The entire room was on fire and bodies littered the ground, including two armed guards on either side of Lucas as they entered. There were audible screams, but through the smoke it was impossible to tell where they were coming from. Lucas stumbled over a body. His ears still rang and smoke filled his lungs.

Ahead, two more armored figures streaked with red marched through the carnage, firing at those stirring on the ground or attempting to flee. They saw Maston and Lucas too late and were each met with a round to the skull. Lucas’s instinctive shot from the energy rifle vaporized his target’s head entirely, much to Lucas’s surprise.

“Asha!” Lucas called out, but heard only unidentified shrieks in reply. “Asha!”

“This way!” Maston shouted as he pulled him in the direction of the large throne, Corinthia’s body dangling down his back. The central serving table was in splinters and a circular blast pattern on the floor seemed to indicate it was the origin point of the explosion. In the distant smoke, more armored figures lumbered about. Lucas fired indiscriminately at them, but couldn’t tell if he was landing any shots. How had they gotten past Tannon’s security? Another one entered from the balcony they’d come from. It was clear this was an aerial assault. The newly arrived intruder took a pair of rounds from Maston and went down. Lucas saw palace guards enter from a passageway on the other end of the room and engage the armored troops as surviving civilians scrambled for safety behind them.

They approached the throne and Maston waved his hand, which drew out a holographic interface from the ancient, and now blackened, marble. He moved various virtual pieces around, and with a groan, the massive seat slid forward on the ground. At the base was square hole with a metal ladder.

“Inside!” Maston yelled.

“No!” Lucas replied as loudly as he could muster, ash burning his lungs. He turned back to the fiery room.

“Asha!” he yelled hoarsely as he walked toward the inferno. Maston tried to reach for him, but with Corinthia on his back and a weapon in his hand, he couldn’t stop him.

And then, there she was.

Lucas saw two armored men dragging a woman with curled black hair over her face, clad in an unmistakable red dress and a jeweled necklace reflecting the flames around it. They went around the corner and out the balcony entryway on the other side of the room.

Lucas tried to sprint, but almost fell. He braced himself against the wall and continued forward as fast as he could manage. It was hard to even understand what hurt in his body anymore. A flood of adrenaline had shoved the pain away for later.

Stepping over another dead guard, he reached the opening. Rounding the corner with his rifle barrel, his sudden and unexpected appearance caught a man standing there by complete surprise. At close range, Lucas blew a hole clean through his armored torso and blasted off a piece of the stone railing behind them. As the man sank to the ground, Lucas saw what was ahead of him. His heart stopped.

The figure was clutching Asha with one arm while holding a snub pistol to her skull with the other. Lucas froze. The man gestured with the gun in silence. Slowly, Lucas let his rifle barrel drift toward the ground as the man’s pistol retrained itself on Asha. She wasn’t moving, and her skin and dress were a mess of black burns. But Lucas saw her chest rise and fall under the man’s metal arm.

Lucas had dropped his gun far enough for the invader, and in a single moment he activated the blue jets on his back and fired the pistol. Lucas instinctively raised his rifle, which deflected the initial shot while the next two whizzed by his head and into the ground as the man soared into the sky at an incredible speed. Dropping the now superheated gun, Lucas ran to the railing. The blue lights of the jets were still visible as the pair of them kept rising into the cloudless night. Lucas looked down at the dead man, but his jet mechanism had been mangled by Lucas’s shot, and Lucas quickly deduced that he couldn’t somehow appropriate it to give chase. When he turned back to the sky, the lights were gone.

She was gone.

Lucas’s forgotten pain returned all at once, and he collapsed to the ground, unconscious.

His vision was blurry when he woke. He could see lights and shapes, but couldn’t make out what they formed. Lucas’s head rolled from side to side and the shapes changed, but became no clearer. He was lying down, he thought, and tried to raise his arms but found it like trying to push through tar. A fuzzy blotch that must have been his hand waved in front of him.

“He’s awake,” a voice said.

Had he been captured too?

“Dial it back a bit then.”

Pain. He winced and his muscles tightened.

“Not that much.”

Relief, and his vision began to return. A man and a woman were standing over him clad in long silver coats. It was the woman who spoke.

“His injuries aren’t severe. The vertebrae will heal. The burns are minor.”

“Special case though,” the man said.

“I know.”

As his vision continued to return, Lucas saw the woman had short brown hair, dark green eyes, and severe cheekbones. The man was out of his field of vision now.

“Get him up, they want to talk to him. Keep him at 20 percent though.”

Lucas felt pain return to his spine, but his mind became less cloudy. The woman unhooked several wires from his torso. He managed to sit up, though his back was angry with him for it.

“Over there,” she said. “They’re waiting.”

Lucas looked over and saw that the room they were in was dark except for a brightly lit holotable in the middle. Figures were huddled around it and sifting through various displays that flew up from the surface.

Lucas stood up from the stretcher, which was immediately wheeled away into the darkness by the pair of attendants, a bevy of mobile machines along with it.

Walking was rough for the first few steps, but became easier as he found his footing through numb legs. He drew closer to the table and understood where he was. And where he was not.

He hadn’t been captured like Asha; the appearance of Tannon, Maston, and Alpha confirmed that. The other men and women around the table he didn’t recognize, but some were in military fatigues while others wore the suits of public officials.

Another attendant in a silver coat was applying something to Tannon’s back. His uniform was scorched and his chin was dripping blood onto the shimmering surface of the table, but he appeared to be without mortal injuries. Maston looked similarly ragged. His once prim and proper appearance was transformed into a torn-up mess of ash and blood.

Across the table, Alpha was the first to spot him.

“Lucas,” he said as the blue hologram on his translator collar flickered.

“Glad you could join us,” Tannon said as he waved the silvercoat away from his back.

“Where are we?” Lucas asked, his voice sounding strange in his own head.

“A bunker under the palace. One of many. It doubles as a wartime fortress.”

“How did I get here?”

“You have Maston to thank for that,” Tannon said, gesturing toward the man across from him.

“I couldn’t let two Earthborn leave us,” he said in a tone that annoyed Lucas. But the man had just saved his life twice. As he moved into the light, Lucas could see a look of barely bridled anguish on his face.

“Asha, where is she?” His mind snapped back to the most pressing issue.

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out. We’re attempting to make sense of this whole damn catastrophe. Get him up to speed.”

A shorter man to Tannon’s right spoke with a shaky voice. Lucas couldn’t place his type of uniform.

“At 28:05, a device was detonated in the Throne Room from a concealed location inside the serving table. Its exceptionally small size and unique material composition allowed it to pass undetected through every layer of security.”

The man waved and a three-dimensional vision of what looked like a microchip hovered above them.

“The thing was smaller than a fingernail,” Tannon said. “Any bigger and it would have blown the whole floor to dust.”

The short man continued.

“After the initial explosion, an assault team was dispatched from a ship of unknown origin. Casualties were high, but all members of the invading force have been killed or have fled.”

“Who were they?” Lucas asked.

“Fourth Order,” answered Maston through gritted teeth. “Their armor was unmistakable. But those weapons …”

“Fourth Order? Aren’t they a political party?” Lucas asked, remembering the name from the Stream earlier.

Tannon scoffed. “A political party? They’re rebels. A resistance group led by that fool Hex Tulwar. They’ve lashed out before, but I never thought they were capable of something like this. It doesn’t make any damn sense.”

“What do you mean?”

Another military official spoke. His unscathed uniform indicated he hadn’t been in attendance at the party.

“The assault team simply appeared, and then disappeared. We don’t know how they breached security.”

An ash-covered woman spoke as she pulled up a readout on the table. She had to cough a few times before she spoke.

“Scans came back. No detection on motion, thermal, infrared. And nothing on video. They just … vanished.”

A feed showed an attacker with a blue jetpack ascending into the sky. He slowed, then, in a split second, disappeared from view altogether in the cloudless black night.

Lucas had seen something like this only once before.

“Alpha, that’s not …” Lucas said.

“It must be,” Alpha said, his claws extended outward on the table. “The Sorans do not have the capacity for this technology yet. They cannot.”

“What are you talking about?” Maston asked.

“They piloted a short-range cloaked Xalan ship. Study of their weapons and the explosive device will likely yield elements of Xalan technology as well.”

“Impossible,” Tannon said. “You’re the first Xalan to even speak to us in three hundred years. What would they be doing working with the Fourth Order?”

Alpha looked nonplussed.

“Would you instead believe your underfunded resistance group managed to develop technology centuries ahead of your own by themselves overnight? It seems clear the two parties have conspired in an assassination attempt.”

“Who was their target?” Lucas asked. “Asha? Is that why they took her?”

“You think you’re that damn special, Earthborn?” Maston said, boiling with rage. “The most powerful people on this planet were at that party, and a good quarter of them are now dead! They wouldn’t organize this just to snatch up a single useless Earth girl!”

That made Lucas push past two men and get right in Maston’s face before a few nearby officers could separate them. Lucas backed down and his head throbbed from the surge of anger and whatever medication he was likely on. An obvious thought occurred to him.

“Where’s Talis? I mean the High Chancellor?”

“She’s safe,” said Tannon quickly. “But mourning the loss of her daughter.”

Corinthia. An image flashed in Lucas’s mind of her being consumed in flame.

“Who was talking to you last I saw,” Maston said venomously.

“She wouldn’t … I was … There was no time,” Lucas stammered. “She had walked inside when the blast hit. When I reached her … she was gone.”

“There’s nothing he could have done, Maston. Calm down,” Tannon said.

“This whole damned party was for them! If they hadn’t shown up in the first place—”

“I had no idea this would happen!” Lucas spat back. “Maybe if your security had been better, you’d have stopped this and she’d still be alive!”

Mars Maston lost what was left of his composure. He swung at Lucas’s jaw and connected, his target too groggy to dodge the blow. Lucas hit the floor and Maston leapt on top of him. The officials around them scrambled to pull them off of each other as Tannon circled around the table, shouting at the pair of them.

The holotable lit up and the image that was displayed made everyone freeze at once. The top of the frame read “incoming transmission.” Underneath it was Asha, battered, burned, and bloody. She was seated, her hands behind her back and her black hair hanging wet around her face. Her green eyes shone brightly through the feed and Lucas saw a familiar look of burning anger in them. Her mouth was covered by some sort of metal device that looked more involved than a simple gag. From the way her muscles were tensing, it looked as if she couldn’t move an inch, and the mechanism was inducing a sort of paralysis. Lucas let Maston’s collar slip from his hand, and the pair of them slowly got to their feet. The camera panned back and two armored men walked into frame, each with weapons drawn and pointed at Asha. Lucas’s heart was thundering in his ears.

A new figure entered, one with no helmet or mask to hide his face. He was tan, with long brown hair and dark features. He wore a black uniform that was unbuttoned to his chest and had the sleeves rolled up.

“That bastard …” Tannon spoke slowly. Lucas looked at him. “That’s Hex Tulwar,” he clarified.

“Sir, this isn’t just for us. It’s taken over every layer of the Stream,” the short man next to him said.

“What? How is that possible?”

“It seems your resistance is doing many impossible things today,” Alpha said.

The man began to speak as he drew closer to the camera, which panned away from Asha. The background was dark and unidentifiable.

“Greetings, my Soran brethren,” he said. His voice had an accent unlike any Lucas had heard on the planet so far.

“By now you’ve received word of the judgment that has rained down from the heavens on Elyria. The apostates of the High Chancellor have been made to pay for their misdeeds, and their facade has come crumbling down.”

Lucas looked over at Maston, who was now seething at the monitor, not at him.

“We did not know what we would find when we infiltrated the gala of the vain and powerful this evening. After weeks of preparation, only this morning did we learn it was to celebrate the appearance of the two false idols known as the Earthborn.”

He said it with the same sort of sneer Maston had.

“I hope that you are not foolish enough to believe these two are truly long lost relatives of Sora from some distant land. They are merely tools, pieces of propaganda created to further fan the fires of war.”

The Fourth Order’s statement decrying the Earthborn’s validity on the Stream earlier that day was worded nearly identically to what Tulwar was saying now.

“This war has gone on for too long, and we want no more of it. For every ship that’s vaporized, a hundred thousand Sorans could have eaten for a year. The cost of an antimatter missile could filter a million gallons of toxic water. And they have the nerve to celebrate this new chapter of conflict with a lavish party where the elite oppressors stuff their faces with fine food and drink as they worship these new idols.”
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