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he deafening Death Siren cried out like the wail of a thousand trapped animals being 

slaughtered. 

Tarq, holding his baby granddaughter Varma in his arms, was dosing off on a 

comfortable sofa in his private residence when the scream of the siren hit his ears. They were in 

the living room, a large well-lit chamber with two huge windows and white or cream furniture. 

Tarq had recently redecorated his home based on the style he had seen and liked on Earth. Varma 

did not wake up. Like all Akakie children, she was practically deaf for the first three months of 

her life. With the ear-splitting sound giving Tarq a headache already, he wished he had been deaf 

too. 

The Death Siren was an ancient planet-wide warning system, installed long before the 

Akakies’ technological superiority in the galaxy discouraged their enemies from trying to attack 

Kanoor. It was activated when an unknown (presumed enemy) fleet approached the planet, telling 

civilians to go to shelters and military personnel to report to their posts. It had not been heard in 

centuries, and why the Akakies still kept it running was a mystery to Tarq. Granted, his people 

were paranoid, but having a warning system for a planet that no one was so bold or stupid as to 

attack was too much, even for them. Someone had probably thought the Death Siren was a valuable 

historical relic or something. 

Tarq carefully put his granddaughter down on the white sofa. He was reaching for his 

personal digital device when it started vibrating. His assistant, Barook, now a colonel, appeared 

on the screen, looking terrified. “The Xortaag fleet has just appeared in orbit,” he said, his voice 

shaking. 

Tarq burst into laughter. He was a legendary prankster, and if Barook had thought he could 

pull a fast one over him, he had not learned anything during all the years they had spent together. 

“Seriously, you think you can prank me? And with such an outlandish idea? How stupid do you 

think I am?” 

Barook gave him a sour look. “At times like this, very, actually. You do remember the 

Death Siren is fully automated, right? I could not have activated it even if I wanted to frighten half 

our people to death just to pull a prank on you.” 

Tarq’s hearts started beating faster, and it took him a few seconds to realize Barook was 

serious. “How many ships?” 

“Twenty thousand.” 

Tarq’s four eyes widened. “How is it possible? After everything that has happened recently, 

how the hell did they get so many ships? And why did we not see them coming?” 
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“I have no idea, and it gets worse.” 

“How can it possibly get any worse?” asked Tarq. 

Barook disappeared from the PDD screen, and the image of the enemy fleet replaced him. 

It was undoubtedly the Xortaags’. Designed for fast-paced dogfights, their single-pilot space 

fighters, with their rectangular shapes and the side laser cannons, were unmistakable. They were 

moving in close formation, looking ready for battle. For a brief second, Tarq thought he could hear 

the terrifying roar of their engines, which the Xortaags did not even try to mask because they knew 

it would strike fear into the hearts of their enemies whenever they started attacking the planet-

based targets. 

And then he saw what Barook wanted him to see. 

Tarq’s PDD fell from his suddenly numb fingers, and his hearts started pounding so wildly 

that he felt he was about to have a heart attack. He did not pick up his PDD. His knees—all four 

of them—wobbled, and he had to sit on the sofa next to Varma. He held his head in his hands and 

shut his eyes. 

Tarq had never been a brave person. He was a strategist, not a warrior. He had been afraid 

plenty of times in his life, like when their fleet was destroyed on Alora’s orbit (where her only 

child Varina was killed), which meant his whole species faced extermination, or when they were 

about to lose the final battle on Earth, and he decided to commit suicide if it had happened. 

However, when he opened his eyes and looked at his granddaughter, sleeping peacefully on the 

sofa, the mind-numbing fear that grasped his soul was ten times worse than whatever he had 

experienced before. Panic pierced through his chest like a huge nail and made it difficult to breathe. 

Not again! 

 

  



 

CHAPTER ONE: ALORA 

 

Standard Galactic Date: 036.03.5073 

(Earth Date: 05/03/2079) 

 

pace. The final frontier,” I said. 

“Seriously?” said Venom. 

Kurt covered his eyes and growled. 

Undeterred, I continued, “These are the voyages of the starship Invincible. Her mission: to 

kick the Xortaags’ ass and free their conquered worlds. To boldly go where no man has gone 

before.” 

“Jim, do you have to do this every time we have a meeting?” asked Kurt. 

“Between this ridiculousness and your perfume, one of these days I’m gonna lose it, and 

we’ll have a mass shooting on our hands, starting with you two,” said Oksana. 

I grinned at them. “Why aren’t you more excited? We were about to invade another planet. 

Who would’ve thought?” 

We were sitting around a white oval table in Invincible’s briefing room. There was a small 

built-in monitor in front of each of us, and several VR screens were mounted on the walls. There 

were two huge windows to my left, through which I could see, well, space. Kurt and Oksana were 

dressed in the Marines’ khaki long-sleeve shirts with green trousers, and I was wearing the fighter 

pilots’ dark blue uniform. We were waiting for Tarq, who was late as usual, to make his grand 

entrance. Experience had taught me the more important the meeting, the grander his entrance 

would be, and with us getting ready to liberate the first Xortaag-occupied planet, this briefing was 

as important as it got. 

When the Earth and Akakie officials met four weeks ago, less than three months after the 

insectoids helped us liberate Earth from under Xortaag occupation, they decided to form a task 

force to kick the Xortaags out of some of the planets they’d conquered before they got the chance 

to kill off all the inhabitants. The idea was as long as the enemy didn’t know how we freed Earth, 

we could use the same trick again and again. Akakie Intelligence believed with the complete 

destruction of Maada’s fleet and the colonists’ convoy, the Xortaags didn’t have enough ships to 

mount an offensive or even to fortify their defenses, and it was the perfect time to strike. They 

estimated there were around thirty planets whose local population were still alive and needed to 

be saved before the Xortaags used their mind-control machine (called Orbital Mind Control and 
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Brain Over-Write System, aka Mind-Fuck Machine) to annihilate them. With the Akakie Space 

Folding Device, which had a much better range than the Xortaags’, the task force could reach each 

of those planets in two or three days. It was our chance to pay the Xortaags back for what they’d 

done to us before they could figure out how we’d hit them. 

The Akakies gave us Invincible, two transport ships, and five thousand brand new top-of-

the-Akakie-line space fighters called AH-35. They looked exactly like the old Vipers (triangular, 

twin-elliptical fins and rudders, a bulbous cockpit and droopy nose), but they were much faster 

and had better firepower. We called them Viper Mark II. My own fighter was painted gold, and 

yes, I still wished I could make love to her. The Akakies politely requested that we return the 

remaining four thousand original Vipers (Tarq had stolen them, after all), but we refused, equally 

politely, claiming we needed to keep them on Earth for planetary defense. The task force also 

included an Akakie starship and five thousand space fighters flown by their own pilots, whatever 

good that would do. One of our transport ships, Serenity (still a nerd and still proud of it), also 

carried two thousand Marines—experienced Commandos trained for things like boarding and 

defending a starship or dropping on a planet and establishing a beachhead. I’d urged Kurt to call 

them Space Force, but Mr. No-Sense-of-Humor turned me down flat. 

I was initially surprised when Earth’s new president, Edward Jackson, announced we’d 

join force with the Akakies to attack the Xortaags. Jackson hadn’t struck me as a brave man, and 

to be honest, I didn’t really care for him. He was a career politician, the shady type, and a populist, 

with a history of questionable policy decisions and business deals. He had risen to power on a 

platform of xenophobia and fear, playing on people’s hatred towards the Xortaags, having made 

promises he couldn’t possibly keep, such as invading Tangaar and killing all the aliens. His 

campaign had also been extremely successful in third-world countries, where he’d promised the 

locals to provide them with the same level of economic progress as Europe and North America, 

another promise he couldn’t keep even if he intended to. Later on, I realized he saw our invasion 

of the Xortaag territory as a PR campaign that would appeal to his core supporters. 

Whatever Jackson’s motivation was, I was happy about his decision. For one thing, both 

Kurt and I believed the Xortaags would come back for Earth if we gave them the chance to regroup 

and plan another invasion. For another, my thirst for vengeance hadn’t been quenched by 

massacring first the aliens on Earth and later their colonists—all twenty million of them. And we 

had to consider the fate of the people on the Xortaag-occupied planets too. I wouldn’t want us to 

stand by and watch idly as the enemy committed genocide on thirty planets, especially if we could 

do something about it, great-power-great-responsibility and all. Liz had once compared me to 

Spider-Man. That memory brought a sad smile to my face. 

Tarq finally graced us with his presence, followed by Barook. They were both in their 

Native-American holograms. It was good news for me because I still had nightmares about the 

Akakies’ real appearance, which looked like a cross between a praying mantis and a shark. Plus, 

Barook’s bushy beard never got old. Tarq wore black armor, complete with a cape and gloves in 

the same color. There were control panels on his armor’s belt and chest plate. He’d probably 

thought this was some sort of a spacesuit, but all he needed was a helmet to start saying, “Luke, I 



am your father.” First that Luftwaffe uniform and now this. I decided to have a word with him 

after the meeting and encourage him to space-google his appearance the next time. 

“Where is Captain Wood?” he asked. 

“I’m on the bridge, Commander,” said a woman’s voice with a British accent. “Some last-

second ship business came up, but I’m monitoring the briefing from my command chair. Please 

proceed.” 

Tarq raised an eyebrow. “We are about to attack the Xortaags, and you did not see fit to 

join us in person?” 

“I assure you I’m perfectly capable of multitasking, Commander,” said the woman. 

Tarq looked displeased. I knew he loved these briefings and his presentations. He shook 

his head and sat at the head of the table. With a flick of his hand, he brought up a holographic 

image of a yellowish planet at the middle of the table. “A quick recap: this is Alora, which as you 

all know, is where the Xortaag fleet defeated us and then occupied the planet using OMC-BOWS. 

There are currently twenty-two million Xortaags on the planet, supported by three thousand 

Deathbringers. Like the first few months of Earth’s occupation, security is practically non-existent 

because the Xortaags do not expect any trouble on a planet where the local population worships 

them as gods. We will send down a small team wearing Xortaag uniforms in one of our invisible 

spy ships, and …” 

He went on and on, explaining the details of the operation, but I didn’t pay much attention. 

It was mostly the same plan as Operation Royalty. We were going to hack into the MFM controls 

and use their former slaves to attack them by surprise. There was one thing I really wanted to know 

though. “Are you going to finally tell us how you found out where the MFM controls are? Don’t 

tell me Allen has come back from the dead and figured out this one too.” 

“Do you remember I once mentioned there was a Xortaag spy who used to work for 

Mushgaana’s brothers but switched sides and started working for us? We sent her ahead in one of 

our spy ships. She landed on the planet, went to SH-3, and found the information we needed to 

carry out the plan.” 

Slaughterhouse had officially become a military term, for which I took all the credit. 

“How did she manage that?” asked Kurt. “She couldn’t have just asked, could she?” 

“Actually, I think that is exactly what she did”—Tarq’s eyes twinkled, which told me he 

was about to pull something—“why don’t you ask her yourself?” 

As if on cue, the briefing room door opened, and a goddess walked in. 

There hadn’t been a shortage of attractive women in my life. My own wife, Liz, was one 

of the most beautiful girls who’d ever walked on this planet. Hell, Oksana, who even in uniform 

and with no make-up could feature on a Vanity Fair cover, was sitting right there. But this was 

next level. The woman was stunning. She had flowing golden curls and piercing green eyes, and 

the body-hugging knee-length black dress she wore showed that everything in her sculpted figure 

was perfectly proportioned. My testosterone-bombarded brain still noticed she didn’t have a 

Xortaag-pleasing unibrow. Her skin glowed, and something radiated from within that made her 



irresistible. She was at least 6’1” and had long, long legs (sucker for long legs, that was me). It 

was like two-thirds of her height was because of her legs. 

“Not exactly a compliment,” said Venom. “And listening to you, one would be forgiven to 

think feminism never happened.” 

Kurt and Oksana were staring too, speechless. 

“I fail to see what the big deal is,” said Cordelia. 

Both Tarq and Barook paled a little, like every single damned time they heard Cordelia’s 

voice. They’d both vehemently objected to letting her roam freely in Invincible’s systems, but I 

was the commander of the fleet, so what I said went. I’d even given her full access to my Viper. 

Tarq exchanged a triumphant look with Barook and giggled; then he told the Xortaag 

woman, “Xornaa, can you please take it down a notch?” 

The woman nodded, and suddenly it felt like a weight was lifted from my brain. My 

hormones subsided to their more or less normal levels. She was still hot, only not enough to burn 

your eyes out, and with my heartbeat returning to normal, I realized despite the way she was 

dressed, she carried herself with an unmistakable air of military professionalism. 

I blinked a few times. “This was some sort of a psychic attack?” I couldn’t help raising my 

voice. 

The woman, Xornaa, held her hands palms up. “No, not an attack. This happens naturally 

because of my psychic powers, but I usually have it under control. Today, however, Commander 

Tarq asked me to come in guns blazing. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about that.” 

Her speech patterns were different from the other aliens I’d met: she used both contractions 

and idiomatic expressions (the aliens never used the first, and always had problems with the 

second, except for Tarq who apparently spent hours learning and practicing English idioms). She 

could blend in as a human and nobody would even notice. 

Tarq burst into laughter. “The look on your faces! Jim’s hair looks like an Afro, as if he 

has been hit by lightning, and Oksana was practically drooling all over the floor.” 

I ran my hand through my curly hair. I’d let it grow long after Operation Royalty. Maybe 

it wasn’t such a good decision. 

Oksana gave Tarq a hard look and started patting her sidearm. “One of these days …” 

Kurt leaned forward and stared at Xornaa, anger flashing in his gray eyes. “You do this 

again, and you and I are going to have a problem.” 

“You’ll have to get in line, buddy,” I told him. 

“Seriously, it isn’t my fault,” said Xornaa. “Commander Tarq is my boss, and I honestly 

thought you were used to his pranks by now.” 

“Well, this is the first time he pulls a prank that involves an erection,” said Venom. 

I could swear I blushed. 

Captain Wood’s voice reverberated in the room. “What’s going on? What’re you all talking 

about?” 

“You really should have been here in person,” said Tarq, still grinning like the idiot he was. 

“Everyone, meet Xornaa. As you have just noticed, she possesses considerable telepathic powers.” 



Kurt paled and looked like he wanted to run for the door. “You brought a Xortaag who can 

read minds to a room with us?” 

Tarq shook his head. “Relax. She cannot read your mind. She can make you tell her what 

she wants to know, but she needs to touch you for that.” 

“From a distance, I can feel a person’s state of mind; for example, I can tell if they’re 

happy, sad or frightened, but that’s about it,” she added. 

I was still pissed, but it was always difficult to stay angry at Tarq and his silly practical 

jokes for long, and we had more important things to discuss. “So, Xornaa, how did you find out 

where the MFM controls are?” 

“I hacked into the Xortaag database and found a man who worked there.” Xornaa batted 

her luxuriant eyelashes at me. “I picked him up in a bar and took him to a place I’d rented in the 

city.” 

“I thought Xortaags didn’t do this sort of things,” I said. “Don’t you people have sex only 

for procreation?” 

“That’s accurate, but no one can say no to this.” She humbly pointed at herself. “Anyway, 

once we were alone, he told me everything we needed to know, including the location of, eh, 

MFM, SFD, and the subspace communication center.” 

Kurt narrowed his eyes. “And what’ll happen if he mentions to someone that a woman 

pumped him for sensitive information?” 

Xornaa waved her hand in dismissal. “I killed him and dissolved his body in acid.” 

Kurt, Oksana and I exchanged an uncomfortable look. It was a bit chilling. 

“Just kidding,” said Xornaa. “I made him forget the encounter. Anyway, those assholes 

really believe they’re gods. It’s about time someone reminded them they weren’t,” said the woman, 

disdain and hatred dripping from her every word. 

“Why do you hate your own people so much?” I asked. 

She averted her eyes. “Long story.” 

The meeting continued for another hour or so, and we discussed all the details relevant to 

Operation Free Alora. My PDD beeped. It was a message from Tarq that read, play along. 

Then he said, “By the way, Jim, the other task force is progressing as planned. You will 

receive a full report in a day or two.” 

I had no idea what he was talking about, but I nodded in agreement. 

Kurt looked up from his PDD. “What other task force?” 

“There is a second task force which is attacking Xortaag targets as we speak,” replied Tarq. 

“It consists of the Talgoinians, the Vanaaries, and us.” 

This was news to me. The Talgoinians and the Vanaaries were two of the fifteen space-

faring species in the galaxy. I knew Tarq was trying to form an alliance with them, but I had no 

idea his efforts had been so successful that they’d already formed a second task force. 

Kurt didn’t look happy. “Why is it the first time I’m hearing about this?” 

Tarq shrugged. “You did not need to know. Jim knows, because at some point in the future 

we might have to coordinate our efforts.” 



When Tarq announced the meeting was adjourned and left with Barook and Xornaa, I asked 

Kurt, “You and Oksana haven’t met Captain Wood, have you?” 

“How could we?” he answered. “With us aboard Serenity and her apparently living on 

Invincible’s bridge?” 

I raised my voice. “Captain Wood, I’d like you to meet Colonel von der Hagen and Major 

Zelenko. How about a drink?” 

“Sorry, Colonel,” she said. “Extremely busy here.” 

That accent! 

“I could make that an order,” I said. 

“You can’t order me to do anything aboard my own ship.” 

I played with my wedding ring. “I can demote you, appoint another captain, and then order 

you to come have a drink with us in the mess.” 

Captain Wood sighed. “Will meet you there at twenty hundred, for exactly fifteen minutes. 

Wood, out.” 

“Stand-offish, isn’t she?” asked Kurt. 

“Well, she is British,” I said. 

Oksana giggled, and Kurt gave me a look. 

“Oh, come on!” I protested. “Saying something that’s one hundred percent true isn’t 

racism. Like saying the Japanese are hardworking, the Germans are disciplined, and the Canadians 

are nice.” 

Kurt pretended to cast bait using a fishing rod; then he started reeling in the imaginary fish 

he’d caught. 

“You know what you will find if you google stereotypes?” asked Oksana. 

“A picture of me?” I answered with disgust. 

“No,” she said, “you’ll find the word racism under related words.” 

On our way to the mess, Oksana told me, “I see you’ve started wearing your wedding ring 

again.” 

I stared at my hand for a long second. “Yeah. It looked silly to keep wearing it around my 

neck.” 

Kurt put his hand on my shoulder. “Baby steps.” Then he added, “How’s the book going?” 

“You’re writing another book?” asked Oksana. “What’s this one about?” 

A couple of years before the Xortaag invasion, I’d written an autobiography (an 

international bestseller, no less) about my missions during the “Civil War”, when I became a flying 

ace. Come to think of it, it was my experiences during the war that prompted MICI to choose me 

as the commander of the fleet. “Another autobiography, this one about the Xortaags’ attack and 

how we kicked them out.” 

“The main hero of the story and the savior of humanity, of course, is His Highness here,” 

Cordelia chimed in. 

“Well, it is an autobiography,” I answered. “I’m stuck though. Just can’t think of a good 

title. I’m trying to choose between Winterfell and Tarq’s Gambit.” 



We entered the mess hall. It was a smaller replica of the one in Winterfell—luxurious, with 

wooden dining tables and very comfortable upholstered chairs, all white. Several crew members 

were there, eating, drinking and talking, but they all hushed their voices when they saw me walk 

in. 

“I have the perfect title for you. Picture this.” Kurt theatrically waved his hands in front of 

his face. “The Crimson Deathbringer.” 

I couldn’t stifle a laugh. “Dude, pretentious much? That’s a terrible title. Also, do you 

really want me to name my book after Maada’s space fighter, the one he used to kill Liz and 

Keiko?” 

A flush crept across Kurt’s cheeks. “Sorry. Didn’t think about it that way.” 

I patted his back. “Don’t worry. Being creative is difficult. Not everyone can be an 

illustrious author like me.” 

“Real genius is nothing else but the supernatural virtue of humility in the domain of 

thought,” murmured Oksana. 

“Only a pompous ass keeps quoting things no one else understands,” I countered. 

Kurt smiled. “Seriously, look who’s talking.” 

“I meant literary quotes,” I said. “Movies are cool.” 

“Let me know when the new book is out,” said Oksana. 

“Miss Speed-Reader here devoured my first book in half an hour,” I told Kurt. “Memorized 

it, in fact, with her freakish photographic memory. And you, supposedly my best friend, haven’t 

even read it yet.” 

“I’ve watched the movie,” said Kurt defensively. 

We sat in a corner. 

“Why’re you writing another book?” asked Oksana. “I don’t imagine you have any 

particular use for money, under the circumstances.” 

“Writing keeps Venom quiet,” I answered. “Also, I’m supervising Liz’s charity. You know, 

the one for New York orphanages. We’re planning to expand and provide for all the orphanages 

in the world, so I can actually use a few hundred million dollars.” 

My first book—Nights of Thunder—had sold a few more million copies during the past 

few months, with me being the savior of humanity and all. I’d donated all the proceeds to Liz’s 

charity, but we were still way short. The Xortaag invasion had left millions of orphans, given that 

the couple of hundred thousand soldiers who died defending Earth were a small fraction of the 

total human casualties. 

Seven hundred million. 

I still couldn’t wrap my mind around that number. 

“Who’s Venom?” asked Cordi. 

I ignored her. I wasn’t going to try to describe my imaginary friend, slash subconscious 

self, slash alter ego, for an AI. Plus, if she knew I talked to myself inside my own brain, she’d 

make fun of me for the rest of my life. 



We’d just started drinking (Kurt had a Paulaner beer and Oksana drank vodka, and these 

guys had the nerves to give me a hard time about stereotypes) when Captain Wood joined us. She 

was a small woman, maybe 5’6”, in her mid-thirties, with short blonde hair and baby-blue eyes. I 

introduced her to my friends and asked her what she wanted to drink. 

“Tea, Earl Gray,” she answered. 

“Captain Picard much?” I asked. 

She looked at me. “Who’s that?” 

I gasped and feigned horror. “You don’t know Captain Picard? Does starship Enterprise 

ring a bell?” 

Kurt smiled. “I can already see the two of you will get along famously.” 

“Not really,” said Wood. “I don’t watch TV. I grew up with eight brothers and one sister 

and got married when I was nineteen. I have a life.” She paused a second. “Or at least, had one.” 

Kurt opened his mouth to ask a question, but I gave him a shut-the-hell-up look. 

I tried to change the subject. “Tell these guys how you ended up being the first human 

captain of a starship in history.” 

She shrugged. “I was a submarine captain with the Royal Navy. We were engaged in a 

military exercise off the United States’ West Coast. When the Xortaags attacked, we ended up 

staying in an American naval base for a few months, waiting for orders that never came. When we 

received the message to kill the Xortaags, I put my crew back together, and one look at our CIC 

monitors told me where the battle was going on.” 

She paused to pick up her tea from a tray carried by a small robot. I finished her story. 

“Barook noticed them approaching SH-1. Using the coordinates sent by him, Captain Wood and 

her crew flattened nearly a third of the city using the submarine missiles.” 

Kurt and Oksana looked at her with newfound respect. “The Xortaag laser turrets couldn’t 

stop the missiles?” asked Kurt. 

“By the time we arrived, most of them were already destroyed,” she said. 

I added, “When we were looking for people to man our fleet, MICI determined the people 

most suitable to run a starship are navy personnel, so, voilà.” I pointed at her. “Also, her first name 

is Ella. Sounds kind of silly that we three call each other by first names but keep calling her 

‘Captain Wood.’ ” 

“By the way, before I forget, what was that about another task force with the Talgoinians 

and the Vanaaries?” asked Kurt. 

“Beats me,” I said. “The Akakies are trying to put together an alliance against the Xortaags, 

but this was the first time he mentioned that to me. He’s up to something. I’ll ask him after 

Operation Free Alora.” 

Ella left us after exactly fifteen minutes. “Impressive woman,” said Oksana. 

“Does she seem traumatized to you?” I asked them. 

“What? No,” said Kurt. “Maybe a little sad, but certainly not traumatized. Why?” 

“Let me tell you what happened to her during the Xortaag attack on Earth,” I replied. 

***** 



Ella Wood stared incredulously at the TV screen, where Kurt von der Hagen (the infamous 

terrorist!) explained that Earth had been under occupation by an alien race for months. 

Ella was alone, in a cheap motel room, wearing her Royal Navy uniform. She couldn’t 

remember how and why she’d ended up in that room. Worse, while she had some scattered 

memories from the last few months, she couldn’t recall the last time she’d talked to her husband 

or teenaged twin daughters. Ella ran to her PDD, dialed a saved number, and heaved a sigh of relief 

when her husband answered. “John! Thank God! How are you? How are the girls?” 

At first, John didn’t answer; then he burst into tears. He sobbed unceasingly and kept 

mumbling something Ella couldn’t make out. And when she did, her blood turned into ice in her 

veins. She desperately tried to remember how to breathe, how to speak, how to move, as the words 

she’d just heard kept reverberating inside her skull, getting louder and louder every second, until 

her brain was about to explode. Her legs folded, and she collapsed onto the floor, stunned, staring 

blankly at her PDD. 

“I buried them both,” repeated John. 

There was a gunshot on the other end of the phone line. 

***** 

“Her twin daughters were killed due to brain aneurisms caused by MFM during the Xortaag 

attack,” I said. “And to make things worse, she never even found their bodies. Only her husband 

knew where he’d buried them.” 

“That poor woman!” Oksana pressed a hand against her breastbone. She looked a little 

pale. I’d probably reminded her of her sister, whom she’d lost during the Xortaag occupation. 

Kurt put down his drink. “What’s your point?” 

“None of us came out of the Xortaag invasion smelling like the proverbial rose.” My voice 

broke for a second or three. “We all lost someone. I lost Liz, right after we got married. You lost 

Allen and Keiko. Oksana—” 

She raised a hand and stopped me. “I really don’t need you to remind me whom I lost.” 

“And yet, a few months later, we’re all functioning more or less normally.” I said. “Yes, 

the loss still stings like hell, but look at Ella, for example. She lost her husband and both her 

daughters, and four months later she’s here, commanding a starship. When Keiko shot me down 

during the war, I needed three months of intensive therapy!” 

Kurt tugged at his goatee. “You think the Akakies have something to do with it?” 

“You remember Tarq said they were planning to use MFM a few minutes every day to send 

out soothing messages? I think they used the machine to brainwash all of us into forgetting what 

we’ve lost.” 

“Why do I get the feeling you think it’s a bad thing?” asked Kurt. 

“Because it’s a reminder that they still control MFM. It’s still on orbit and very much 

active, and it’s going to stay there for a few decades. We’re allies now, but who’s to say one day 

they won’t use MFM against us?” 



“There’s no trust, no faith, no honesty in men: all perjured, all forsworn, all naught, all 

dissemblers,” said Oksana. 

I was confused. “Does that mean you disagree with me?” 

She glared at me. “Yes, it does. Read a book, seriously.” 

“Why?” 

“Because it expands your horizon and—” 

“Not why read a book! Why do you disagree?” 

She sipped her vodka. “You remember Tarq saved us, all of humanity, from certain 

annihilation, right? I think he’s earned our trust.” 

“For the record, I love the funny little alien,” I answered. “He’s my Tonto, and before you 

ask, yes, I’m the Lone Ranger in that comparison.” 

“I’m pretty sure he thinks you are his sidekick,” Cordelia pointed out. 

I continued, “But as Allen once put it, he didn’t do it out of the kindness of his heart. One 

could argue he used us to defeat the Xortaags.” 

“I can’t believe you quoted Allen,” said Kurt. “But I agree with you. I also thought it was 

weird that everyone on Earth so eagerly voted for a central government. It took my dad half a 

century to convince people to have a federal one while keeping their independence.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “And you think it’s merely a coincidence that the candidate who 

shouted loudest against the Xortaags was elected as the new president?” 

“Don’t tell me an alien power has interfered with our election results,” said Oksana. It was 

hilarious when she said it with a hint of a Russian accent. 

“With all that said, what do you think we must do about it?” asked Kurt. “You know Tarq 

says the MFM satellite system can’t be destroyed or removed.” 

I rubbed my forehead. “I don’t know, but we must find a way to deal with this MFM thing 

as soon as the task force mission is complete and we return to Earth.” 

Shortly after, Kurt and Oksana said they had to go back to Serenity. I went to my quarters 

and did what I did most nights: I watched a movie (I was in the mood for a love story, so I chose 

Deadpool 2) while half my brain kept thinking about the comments Liz would’ve made if we were 

watching it together. 

I looked at the right side of the sofa, where Liz would’ve been sitting, empty now except 

for her pillow—still carrying her scent—that I’d brought from our quarters in Winterfell. A longing 

so intense that it manifested itself as pain in my heart overcame me. I pictured Liz the same way 

I’d last seen her, in her flight suit, and let deep, deep sorrow wash over me. Guilt followed misery’s 

steps, as usual. It was all my fault. If I’d killed Maada when I attacked him, Liz wouldn’t have 

died. She’d be alive if I were a better man. 

I remembered how much she loved classic movies. We both did. 

“I miss you three thousand,” I whispered. 

***** 



“This is creepy,” said Kurt, looking at six Kaldooks prostrating before him and praying 

hysterically in the empty streets of SH-3. 

The Kaldooks, Alora’s native inhabitants, were humanoid, except for four extremely long 

and slender arms. Kurt, Oksana, and Xornaa had just got off the vehicle the Xortaag woman had 

commandeered by approaching its driver, touching his arm, and asking him to give it up. They 

were in SH-3’s “slaves” residential area where thousands of Kaldooks, who ran the city, lived. It 

was right before dawn, and the streets were deserted, except for these few poor souls. The 

neighborhood consisted of several residential blocks—brown, dull, cheap-looking buildings that 

reminded Kurt of the old photos of Soviet Union cities. 

Xornaa, wearing the Xortaags’ black uniform and sporting a fake unibrow, smiled and 

asked, “Is it your first time being worshiped? Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.” 

They took their tactical backpacks and entered a high-rise building. 

“This is so much easier than Operation Royalty.” Oksana pushed the elevator button. 

“Nobody’s shooting at us, and we don’t even need to run up and down the stairs.” 

Kurt thought about Fate’s schemes on their ride to the building roof. Just a few short 

months ago, humanity was on the brink of extinction, and all hope seemed lost. Now, here they 

were, having saved Earth, on the verge of liberating Alora and saving some fifteen billion sentient 

beings. 

Thank you, Allen. 

And Keiko. If she hadn’t sacrificed herself to kill Maada, it was likely the general would’ve 

slaughtered them all. Thinking of the Japanese girl made him feel a painful tightness in his throat. 

She’d made him happy, but for a very short time, and Kurt couldn’t help wondering if it was worth 

all the pain and suffering that followed. He tried to push Keiko’s image away and focus on the job 

at hand. 

“You know what hurts?” he asked Oksana. 

“Looking at me with this stupid unibrow?” she answered immediately. 

“That, and the fact that we do all the work, but I bet somehow Jim will end up taking all 

the credit again.” 

Xornaa looked surprised. “What do you mean? He did kill Maada and led his forces to 

victory against the Xortaag fleet, didn’t he?” 

Kurt crossed his arms and told Oksana, “See what I’m talking about?” 

Oksana shrugged. “Ours is to do and die.” 

***** 

Fidgeting in the cockpit of my golden Viper and checking the time every two minutes, I watched 

Operation Free Alora unfold and wished for things to move faster. 

Kurt, Oksana, and Xornaa went down to the planet in three invisible spy ships (those ships 

were tiny; we could barely fit one person in them) at zero dark thirty. Right before dawn, they shot 

a few missiles into the force field protecting the MFM controls from the top of a high-rise building. 



Then Tarq hacked into MFM and made the planet’s local population, the Kaldooks, turn on their 

former masters. 

There were roughly fifteen billion Kaldooks on the planet. The Xortaags, most of them 

sleeping soundly in their city, were caught by total surprise and slaughtered by the thousands, and 

whenever they did put up a fight, they were overrun by hordes of Kaldooks. 

My heart started beating faster when I saw some enemy ships get off the ground, but a few 

minutes later, I realized there were less than twelve hundred—against the ten thousand of us. And 

with Invincible behind me and my fighters, I had every right to feel, well, invincible. 

“Such eloquence,” said Venom. 

“You have to admit she’s an impressive ship,” I said. 

She really was. The starship had a silver, stretched oval hall, with twin side engines, and 

more laser turrets, blaster cannons and missile launchers that I could count. It was like I had 

Battlestar Galactica’s pretty sister in my fleet. 

I opened a channel to my people. “OK guys, showtime. No grandiose speeches this time. 

Just don’t get cocky. It might sound easy, but a momentary lapse in concentration will get you and 

your comrades killed.” 

           “Very inspirational,” said Venom. “It’s like Churchill and Patton had a baby 


