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Chapter One

The Howl





The man fired.


The
bullet rang out.


Blood
bloomed across Kaelyn's stomach. She clutched the wound, shock filling her
mismatched eyes. Then she collapsed.


Etty
stared. My friend. My best friend. She's shot.


For
a second that lasted an eternity, Etty just stood there, frozen in terror.


She
took it all in. A cluttered New York apartment. An assassin in a black suit,
smoking gun in hand. Kaelyn Williams, her best friend on Earth, bleeding on the
floor.


And
that gun—turning toward Etty. Ready to kill again.


This
was not how this night was meant to end.


Chanting
still sounded outside. The crowds filled Manhattan, a million strong, all
raising their voices together.


"War
no more! War no more!"


Etty
had marched with them. Chanted with them. Called to end this war that had
broken her soul. She was sixteen and shattered. She was sixteen and a veteran
with a haunted mind and bloodstained hands.


If
she had known the horrors on planet Bahay, she never would have joined the
army.


But
what did she know back then? She was just a dumb kid. An orphan of the Middle
Eastern holy wars. A refugee in America, a cold land far from her desert home.


So
she had lied about her age. Enlisted in the army. Traveled to another planet.
And she had found hell. She had escaped a war on Earth only to find devastation
on Bahay.


Poison
that wilted land and flesh. Bombs that wiped out villages. Men raping,
murdering, mutilating. Horrors that would forever haunt her. Horrors she had
shown the world. Yes, Etty had leaked classified photos. She was a
whistleblower. A criminal. And she regretted nothing.


Now
the general's confession spread across Earth and her colonies. A video taken in
secret—General Ward, confessing that the war was unwinnable. That he was
murdering millions for sport. Now the world knew. Now, Etty had begun to hope,
the war would finally end.


And
now her best friend lay in a pool of blood, and the assassin pointed his gun,
the muzzle still smoking, at Etty.


She
stared at the man.


"It's
too late," she said. "The confession is out. You can kill me. But you
cannot kill the truth."


The
man had a hard, pale face. Sunglasses hid his eyes. For all Etty knew, he could
be a robot.


"President
Hale will not go down so quickly," the man said. "But you will."


The
assassin fired his gun.


But
Etty was already moving.


This
was not, after all, the first time men had fired on her. With instincts honed
on the battlefields of Bahay, she leaped behind the couch.


The
bullet tore through the couch and slammed into the wall behind her. Apparently
couches weren't bulletproof. Who knew?


But
it bought Etty time. She scurried across the carpet. More bullets pounded
through the couch, narrowly missing her. She leaped from behind cover, rolled
across the floor, and stopped behind the kitchen island.


More
bullets flew, tearing into the island, shattering sheets of laminated plywood.
The man came walking around the couch, approaching the kitchen.


Kneeling
behind the island, Etty yanked a drawer off its rails, then hurled it at the
man. Cutlery clattered across the kitchen, and the assassin roared and fired
again.


And
again, Etty was already moving. She leaped out the kitchen, but not before
grabbing a bread knife from the floor. The bullets chased her. She pulled up
the coffee table like a shield. She knelt behind the wooden barrier, knife in
hand.


She
was going to die.


She
could not beat him.


Her
hands began to tremble. Her heart pounded. Cold sweat washed her.


I'm
going to die. Oh God, I'm going to die.


He
came around the coffee table. Etty scrambled back until she hit the
bullet-riddled couch. She hurled her knife, hoping to stab him in the chest.
But the handle hit him. And the knife clattered to the floor.


The
assassin aimed his gun at her head.


Kaelyn
rose behind him, blood drenching her shirt, and swung a chair.


The
wooden legs shattered against the assassin's head. He stumbled sideways, and
his gun went off. The bullet flew high, ripping off one of the ceiling fan's
blades.


Etty
scuttled forward, grabbed the fallen knife, and sank the blade into the man's
belly.


The
assassin stared down at the knife in his gut. He aimed his gun at Etty again.


She
did not flee. She twisted the blade, carving him open.


The
gun fell.


Intestines
peeked through the wound.


The
man crashed to the floor, gasping, clutching his belly, trying to stop his
organs from spilling.


Etty
was shaking so violently she nearly dropped the knife. The horrors of battle
were all streaming back. The wounded man stared at her, and in his eyes, she
saw the dead of Bahay. The millions of fallen.


She
howled. A howl for a year of war. For a shattered soul. For a world burned. For
a generation lost. She howled so loudly the entire street could probably hear.
A hoarse cry, agony given voice. She howled for the war she had fought, and for
the war that had killed her parents, and for the breaking of her heart. She
howled and she lashed with her knife, slitting the man's throat, and his blood
spurted on her arms.


He
fell to his side, dead.


Kaelyn
stood above the body, holding the shattered chair. There was still a bullet in
her stomach. She was bleeding heavily.


Etty
ran toward her, caught her, and laid her on the couch. Kaelyn was ashen, her
eyes sunken. She looked like a corpse.


"Etty
…" Kaelyn whispered, voice raspy. "End this war. Bring the boys
home."


"Oh,
stop talking like you're dying!"


Etty's
voice trembled. Her hands were shaking too. But she managed to grab a pillow,
to hold it against Kaelyn's wound. With her free hand, she whipped out her
minicom, ready to call an ambulance.


But
she hesitated.


The
assassin. 


She
went to the corpse, pulled out the man's wallet, checked his ID.


A
government man. President Hale's man.


If
I call an ambulance, will we be in trouble? Etty thought. Will
the medics turn us in?


She
had to take that chance. If Etty ended up in prison for killing the would-be
assassin, so be it. She had to save Kaelyn's life.


She
made the call.


"Hang
in there, Kaelyn," she whispered, holding her friend. "Help is on the
way. Don't die. Don't die …"


Kaelyn
looked up at her, face colorless. Her eyes, one blue and one brown, rolled
back. She slumped, her lifeblood trickling away. Etty held her dying friend,
whispering, trembling, begging the ambulance to arrive.










 
 
Chapter Two

The Trial






"Jon Taylor is an
innocent man."


The
young private stood there, so scrawny he had to keep tugging up his pants. He
glanced around the trailer. At the prisoner in chains. At the major behind his
desk. At the guards and witnesses. His freckled face flushed deep red. He
gulped, tugged his pants again, and swayed. He had fought hard against enemies
both human and alien, had faced horrors beyond telling, yet he withered under
the spotlight.


The
major behind the desk stared at the private, his eyes hard, little black stones
under thick black eyebrows. His name was Robert Victory. Major Victory. It was
a name so ridiculous many soldiers at first thought it a joke. But apparently,
Major Robert Victory came from a long line of Victory soldiers. His family had
served in the military since the Alien Wars. And goddammit, the gnarly major
wore his unlikely name like a badge of honor.


"Innocent?"
Major Victory harrumphed. "And you say that, Private, even though Jon
Taylor was found inside the stolen truck, standing over the corpse of our
brigade's colonel, may he rest in peace."


The
private gulped. He seemed ready to collapse. "Um, sir, can I have a cup of
water or—"


"Private,
you're not the one on trial here. Just answer the question."


The
private wiped his forehead. "Yes, sir. Like I said, sir. Jon Taylor is an
innocent man. He did not steal the armored truck. He did not hijack the
wormhole generator. And he did not kill the colonel."


The
major's thick black eyebrows drew lower over his charcoal eyes. "Did you
see who shot the colonel?"


The
private wiped sweat off his brow. "No, sir. But it had to be the Kennys.
Had to be! Jon was fighting bravely, sir. He was shooting at the enemy, even
with a bullet in his own body." His voice dropped to a whisper. "He's
a war hero, sir."


The
major rose to his feet, his face twisting with fury. He pounded his desk.
"Then why was he found wearing a fucking Kenny outfit?"


The
private shrank away. "Um, sir, I—"


"Sit
down, Private," the major spat. He glared across the trailer. "Can
anyone give me some goddamn answers that make some goddamn sense? Or I swear,
I'll have Jon Taylor smeared across the courtyard wall by tonight."


Jon
Taylor sat in this makeshift courtroom, handcuffed, saying nothing. Waiting as
other men decided his fate.


My
mission became a fiasco, he thought. The firing squad will
kill me tonight. But I got the message out. Maybe I saved whatever remains of
our dying worlds.


He
should be glad, perhaps. To give his life to a cause. Or at least proud.


He
was neither. He wanted to live.


He
really wanted to live.


To
hell with sacrificing his life. He needed to get back to Maria, the woman he
loved. He needed to get the hell off this planet.


It
should have gone differently. His plan, while reckless, had seemed solid
enough. Dress up as a Kenny—a guerrilla of the Kalayaan, the peasant uprising
across this jungle world. Steal the wormhole generator inside the armored
truck. Travel to a safe place, open a wormhole to Earth, and leak the general's
confession.


People
had died to get that confession. Maria had gone through dangers untold to
record it. General Ward himself, high commander of Earth's force on Bahay—admitting
the war was unwinnable. Admitting that millions had died for nothing. It was a
confession that could end this war. A war that could easily slay millions more.


So
yes, Jon had betrayed his uniform. He had leaked the message.


And
he had been caught.


Now
he would join the dead. He too would become a fallen hero. Or traitor,
depending on who you asked. Jon himself wasn't sure.


He
stood up, his manacles jangling. "Sir, I demand a trial on Earth. I demand
a lawyer. I—"


"You
will shut up and sit down, soldier," Major Robert Victory barked. "Now."


Jon
sat back down.


Another
witness stepped up. A corporal with long auburn hair, a scar across her face,
and one eye. She had fought with Jon on the beach, defending the wormhole
generator from enemy fire.


"Sir,
I was there," the corporal said. "Jon fought with us bravely. Like he
did at Camp Apollo, where he battled the Red Cardinal hand to hand. Like he did
at Basilica, where he stormed into the cathedral, fearless. Like he fought on
Surigao Hill, never losing heart even though half his platoon was wiped out.
Like he fought at—"


Victory
groaned. "For god's sake, Corporal, I don't care how many battles he
fought. Can somebody tell me why he was wearing Kenny clothes?"


The
scarred corporal refused to be cowed. She stared into her officer's eyes.
"Because the Kalayaan kidnapped him, sir! They stole him along with the
truck! They probably stole his battlesuit to study it, then tossed him some
tunic instead. I mean, what do you think? That Jon Taylor, a Dungeons and
Dragons master from the suburbs, and probably the whitest man in this army,
joined the Kalayaan?"


She
laughed. A few other soldiers in the room scoffed too.


Next
it was George Williams who stood up. Big, sweet George Williams, the legendary
ginger giant himself, his cheeks almost as red as his hair.


"Sir,
I've been Jon's best friend since we were three," the giant blurted out.
"I wasn't there on the beach. But I know Jon is innocent. I know it! He'd
never do anything like kill a fellow soldier. He's an innocent man. A good man.
He—"


The
major cut him off. "Sergeant Williams, you're his best friend, you weren't
even there, and you think your testimony is unbiased?"


"It's
biased as hell, sir!" George said. "Because I know Jon better than
any of you. He'd never betray us."


Jon
just sat there, shame filling him.


But
I did betray these people, he thought. Maybe I saved the
world, but I betrayed my friends.


His
legs shook. But he stood straight.


"Sir,
I'd like to confess."


All
eyes turned toward him.


The
trailer fell silent.


George's
cheeks, flushed only seconds ago, turned white as a sheet.


"I
dressed like the enemy, and I stole the armored truck," Jon said. "I
operated the portable wormhole generator inside it. I leaked the tape to Earth.
And when the colonel tried to stop me, I shot him. It's all true. All of
it."


Everyone
stared at him, silent.


"Jon,
no," George whispered.


Jon
looked at his friend. "George, I don't want you implicated in this."
He looked at the others. "I don't want any of you implicated. This is on
me. On me alone."


The
major stared at Jon over his desk. "In that case, Sergeant Jon Taylor, as
your company commander, I hereby sentence you to—"


"Wait!"
George cried.


Other
soldiers called out too.


"Jon,
you goddamn traitor, why?


"You
killed the colonel!"


"Shoot
him dead!"


"Execute
him!"


"Go
ahead!" Jon shouted over them all. "Go ahead and kill me. Maybe I
deserve to die. I betrayed you, yes. I betrayed my uniform. My army. My fellow
soldiers. But you know why? To end this war! To expose the lies, the treachery,
the genocide. To stop the mindless slaughter. We killed three million Bahayans—almost
half their population—and are killing more every day. For what? Listen to the
general's confession. Listen like all of Earth and Bahay are listening. You can
kill me, but you cannot silence it. You cannot stop what has begun."


Jon
reached into his pocket.


At
once, the major—and several other soldiers—reached for their guns.


But
Jon only pulled out a minicom. He tapped a button, and a hologram emerged.
Ghostly images of General Ward and Maria floated in the room, flickering and
smudged. It was the video secretly taken by Maria.


General
Ward, architect of the war, spoke to Maria. "I
ordered millions of Bahayan women and children killed. Do you know why? Because
slits are nothing but vermin and whores, and it's my job to kill them and fuck
them. Earth can't win this war. We can bomb you and kill you until the cows
come home. And we won't win. This is an unwinnable war. I know it. The
president knows it. We've known it for years."


Jon
lowered the minicom. The hologram vanished. Jon looked at his fellow soldiers,
one by one.


"I'm
not proud of what I did," Jon said. "I'm not proud of leaking this
video. I will bear the burden of shame all my life—that I broke military code,
that I leaked information, that I betrayed my brothers and sisters. When he tried
to stop me, when he pulled a gun on me, I shot the colonel. That is on me too.
That guilt hurts more than a thousand bullets. But I would do it again! Because
too many have died in this war. Millions of Bahayans—men, women, children, even
babies. Nearly two hundred thousand Earthlings have died—boys and girls,
drafted against their will, sent to serve as cannon fodder. Many of them were
my friends. I saw only a small fraction of this death in Santa Rosa, and it
will always haunt me. This recording has reached Earth already. It will end
this war. It will save millions of lives. It will save a people." Jon took
a deep, shaky breath. "So go ahead. Execute me. The life of one
shell-shocked, nineteen-year-old traitor. For the lives of millions of
innocents. It doesn't seem like such a bad deal."


Jon
ended his speech.


Everyone
was silent. A few soldiers glanced at one another. Others looked at their feet.


Victory
stared at Jon, face inscrutable, eyes hard.


For
a long moment, the major just stared. Silence filled the trailer, thick and
condemning like a living presence.


Finally
Victory cleared his throat and rustled some papers on his desk. He glanced at
his assistant.


"Corporal
Fields?"


Fields
was an obese young man with short black hair, pink cheeks, and a baritone
voice. "Yes, sir?"


The
major squared his shoulders. "Let the record show that, based on his own
testimony, as collaborated by multiple witnesses, Jon Taylor was kidnapped by
the Kalayaan, fought bravely to prevent a leak of classified information, and
suffered a bullet wound for his efforts." He stared across the room.
"That's what I heard. Did anyone here hear otherwise?"


The
soldiers all shook their heads.


Jon
blinked, dumbfounded.


"But—"
he began.


He
fell silent when George glared at him, his eyes bugging out so far they almost
fell to the floor.


"All
right, case closed," the major said. "Everyone out of my
trailer."


The
soldiers began to shuffle outside. Jon took a step toward the door, but the
major spoke again. "Not you, Taylor."


The
others stepped outside. George gave Jon a last look, eyes soft with concern,
then joined the others outside. Jon closed the door, took a deep breath, and
turned back toward his commanding officer.


The
major leaned across the desk.


"Taylor,
I saved your life today."


Jon
nodded. "Thank you, sir."


Victory
stood up. He walked toward the wall and gazed at a map of Bagong Palawan, the
largest island on Bahay, where they were currently stationed. The map showed
battles won and lost, enemy positions, and destroyed villages.


When
the major spoke again, his voice was softer. "I had a son in one of those
villages."


Jon
frowned. "Sir? You seem too young to have a son in the army."


"Not
in the army, Sergeant." The major turned toward him. "It happened
four years ago. During an offensive north. I was a lieutenant, in command of my
first platoon. I led my men into a village. There was a woman there. Barely
more than a girl. So beautiful. The most beautiful woman I've ever seen. The
men, they said she would do anything. Would pleasure Earthling soldiers for
food. So I took a turn. I … I didn't think it was rape. At the time, I
thought she wanted it. But then more men took turns, and …" He could
say no more.


Jon
felt the blood drain from his face. "Sir, you don't have to tell me
this."


Victory's
face crumpled. Pain filled his eyes. "We've sinned in this war, Taylor.
All of us. I had a son in that village. Or maybe he belonged to another man. I
don't know. We all took turns that night. But I was first. And I think he was
mine. A mestizo, the natives call them. Half-breeds. The village was
Santa Rosa. The village that your platoon destroyed. My son died there. It was
punishment, Taylor. For what I did."


Jon
lowered his head. "I'm guilty too."


"Taylor,
what you did, leaking that tape … it was wrong. By all rights, I should
condemn you to death. I'm giving you one more chance, Sergeant Jon Taylor.
Because you spoke of Santa Rosa. And right now I can't bring myself to take
another life."


"Sir
… thank you."


The
major's eyes hardened. "Taylor, I'll likely be promoted to colonel now, to
replace the man you killed. I'll probably command this brigade. And I'll be
watching you. You have a problem with authority. You break the rules, over and
over. You fragged the brigade's last commander. For the duration of our service
together, I will ride your ass like it's a train to a whorehouse. If you so
much as stick bubble gum under a table, I will be there. And I will no longer
be merciful. You fuck up again—and I will kill you. Do you understand,
Taylor? You fly straight. Or I will end you."


Taylor
saluted. "Understood, sir."


He
left the trailer and stood in what remained of Camp Apollo. The devastation of
war spread around them. Charred, smoldering jungles. Fields cratered by
artillery fire and dark with old blood. A few last chunks of bone still
littered the field, perhaps animal remains, perhaps human.


George
approached him. "Jon, is everything …"


Jon
nodded. "I'm on probation, so to speak. With the world's most murderous
probation officer."


George
nodded. "We got off easy."


"We?"
Jon raised an eyebrow.


His
giant friend bristled. "Hey, you asked me to stay behind, remember? To be
an alibi?"


Jon
nodded. "I remember. George, I never wanted you to get in trouble. It
seems trouble keeps finding me. Or rather, I keep chasing it. And I don't want
to drag you down."


"Jon,
I wasn't drafted," George said. "I enlisted. To protect you,
remember? You can't just leave me behind while you rush off into danger."


"I
hope the danger is over now, George," Jon said. "I hope Ward's
confession is spreading across Earth. I hope the war ends. I hope we can go
home."


George
heaved a sigh. They gazed together at the battlefield. A hot wind blew. Dust
devils danced across the desolation, perhaps mingled with the ashes of the
dead.


"We
could be going home soon, Jon," the giant said. "Maybe within months.
Maybe only weeks. We'll sit on the bench outside the church and look at the
maple trees. We'll play Symphonica songs, and Kaelyn will sing, and we'll
release our album and become rock stars. We'll play Dungeons and Dragons
again, ride our bikes, and have campfires in your backyard. Things will be like
they were. Before all this goddamn mess." George sniffed and wiped his
eyes. "Things will be like they were."


"I
don't know if things can ever go back," Jon said softly. "Maybe we're
too broken. Maybe we sinned too much. Killed too much. There's blood on our
hands, George, and I don't think we can ever be those boys again. But we can
still build a new life. A good life. You, me, and Etty too. And Maria."


George
sniffed and nodded. "I like that. The four of us—and Kaelyn too. We'll
live in a big house together. By trees. With a stream for fishing. A place to
write music and just be happy. We just have to survive a little longer, right
Jon? Just a little longer, and we can go home?"


"I
don't know, George." He placed a hand on his friend's shoulder. "All
we can do now is wait and dream."


Only
moments ago, Jon had been ready to die. Now he had so much to look forward to.
That house among trees. That stream. His friends. And Maria—the woman he loved.


Hang
in there, Maria, Jon thought. Survive. Just a little
longer. I'll come get you, and we'll build a new home.







 
 
Chapter Three

Drinks and Death Are Free





Maria ran through the
burning city, holding her pregnant belly. Fire painted the night red. Smoke
invaded her nostrils. She coughed, blinded with tears.


Please
don't let the fire kill my baby, she prayed silently. Please
let us live. Please.


The
fire was spreading across the shantytown, consuming plywood walls, hanging
laundry, and the wooden stilts that kept the hovels above the floodwaters. A
tarpaulin sheet tore from a hut's roof and fluttered across the sky, alive with
fire, a demon fleeing from hell. It landed in another alleyway, and more flames
spread.


Thousands
fled around her. War orphans in tattered tunics, barefoot, their faces singed.
Beggars and squatters, those who lived on landfills, under bridges, along train
tracks. They ran, their hovels destroyed, fire at their heels. Animals fled
too. A few stray cats and dogs, but mostly rats—thousands of rats, more than
Maria had ever seen. Some of the rats were burning but they ran, spreading the
fire.


"Come,
this way!" Maria pointed down an alleyway. "It leads to a riverbed.
We'll be safer. Everyone, come!"


A
few people glanced at her, then at the alley. The fire was raging there too,
consuming the shanties.


"That
path is too narrow!" said an old man. "We'll never make it. We must
continue down Santo Niño Street."


Maria
shook her head. "No! Santo Niño Street just leads to Happy Mountain, the
city's largest landfill, and a maze of shanties around it. It'll go up like a
fireball. Come, down this alleyway! We can make it. The water is only a moment
away."


She
ran toward the burning lane. The shanties were burning, yes, but if she ran
quickly between them, she could reach the water, and—


Somebody
grabbed her arm, pulling her back. "Maria, watch out!"


Ahead,
a blazing shanty collapsed. Plywood piled up, burning bright, blocking the
entrance to the alleyway.


Maria
turned to see who had saved her.


It
was Charlie. Charlie Wonder herself!


"Charlie!"
Maria whispered. "You saved my life."


Only
a year ago, Maria had been a frightened orphan, her village destroyed. She came
into this big city a castaway, with wide eyes and a scarred heart, and lost
herself in the labyrinth of neon slums and shantytown sorrows. After days of
homelessness and hunger, she washed up in the Go Go Cowgirl, a club where local
girls danced for Earthling soldiers, poured them drinks, and warmed their beds.


Maria
had been so scared, just a trembling teenager, easy prey for the local pimp.
Charlie Wonder, the most famous and beautiful bargirl on the strip, had taken
trembling little Maria under her wing. Charlie nurtured her. Made her strong
and proud.


Charlie
was older than most bargirls. She never admitted her age, but she was probably
closer to forty than thirty, nearing the end of her career. But she was still
the most beautiful woman on Bahay, queen of the bargirls. And Maria's mentor.


And
I betrayed her, Maria thought. I betrayed my fellow
bargirls. I shoved Pippi, one of our own, into the path of a blade. A blade
heading toward my belly. I saved the baby who grows inside me. But I sacrificed
Pippi, and I drove Charlie away.


And
after all that, here was Charlie—saving Maria's life.


Maria
looked at her friend, eyes wide. "Charlie, thank you."


The
older woman glared at her. Her bob cut, once perfectly smooth and black, was
singed and coated with ashes. Her fishnet stockings were torn, and she had
broken off her heels.


"Yes,
I saved your ass." Even in the flaming slums, Charlie's eyes were icy.
"It's more than you deserve. After what you did."


Those
words hit Maria like a slap. She cringed, and a tear escaped her eye.


"Yes,
I killed Pippi," she whispered. "Our friend. Our best friend.
Ernesto's knife was coming at me, and it was either Pippi or my baby. So I made
a choice. I shoved Pippi into the path of the knife to save my child. And I'm
sorry, and I don't know if I made the right choice, and—"


Charlie
groaned. "Oh, we don't have time for this! Come on, help me clear the way
to the river."


The
bargirl approached a shanty that wasn't yet burning. The crude hut balanced
atop stilts, a standard design in this city of floods and rats. Charlie grabbed
one stilt, tugged hard, and yanked it free. The shanty wobbled on its remaining
legs. With the dislodged stilt, Charlie began prodding the burning wreckage
blocking the alleyway.


Maria
followed suit. She tore off a stilt of her own, causing the shanty to finally
collapse. Thankfully, the family inside had already fled the fires. Using the
wooden pole, Maria helped Charlie shove away the blazing plywood.


Soon
the way was clear. Fire still gripped the shanties alongside. Clotheslines and
electric cables sagged over the alley, racing with flames. But a tunnel led
through the inferno. And beyond the gauntlet, Maria could see the river.


She
looked over her shoulder. "Everyone, come on! This way!"


Most
of the people were still fleeing down Santo Niño Street. Instinct drove them
down the wider road—a path Maria knew led to the landfill, a flammable inferno.
But others listened to Maria. Some were her fellow bargirls. But most were
strangers, shantytown squatters and refugees of the northern battlefields. They
trusted her.


Maria
led the way, racing down the alley. She ducked, dodging burning laundry. A
shanty collapsed beside her. Its roof, a sheet of corrugated steel, slammed
down ahead of Maria, nearly guillotining her. As she whipped around the fallen
roof, the steel touched her leg. Her skin sizzled. She cringed and kept
running.


I
should have stayed in the cemetery, she thought. No fire
can reach that place of stone and bones.


But
no. Ernesto and his men lurked among the tombs. The skeletons had risen. The
cemetery had become its own battlefield between life and death. It would never
be safe again.


Maria
shuddered. Ernesto was still alive. Lurking in this city. Hunting her. He had
been hunting her for a year—through death and fire, through war and despair,
through rainforest and shantytown. Jon had shot him. Flames had burned him. She
had sliced off his fingertips with her father's blade. And still he pursued her.
He would never stop.


He's
no longer human, she thought. He's a demon, and he
lives for one purpose. To catch his prey. He will destroy everything along his
path to me.


Tears
stung her eyes, and it wasn't just the smoke.


He
thrust the blade. But I'm the one who killed Pippi.


A
shanty crashed down before her, burning her thoughts away. It blazed like a
living creature woven of fire. Maria jabbed with her pole, trying to push the
wreckage aside. Charlie helped, but it was too heavy. The flames spread quickly,
gripping more shanties all around. Laundry, tarpaulin sheets, and fragments of
plywood flew through the air, all aflame.


"It's
a death trap!" somebody cried.


"Maria,
you killed us all!" somebody else shouted.


Maria
froze, horror claiming her as the fire closed in.





* * * * *






No.


Maria
snarled and balled her fists.


No!
She would not sacrifice more lives!


She
raced through smoke, heading toward a shanty with a burning roof. The fire
hadn't gripped the walls yet. Maria tore off a square of plywood the size of a
riot shield.


The
opening revealed children huddling inside.


"Come
on, out, out!" Maria said.


As
the children jumped into the alleyway, Maria held the plywood before her. A
shield.


She
ran forward.


She
plowed through the burning wreckage like a bulldozer.


She
reached the river and shoved the flaming debris into the water. Clouds of steam
billowed over her. Coughing, she guided people out of the alleyway.


There
was no room to gather at the river. Shanties crowded the riverbank, stacked
several deep. A forest of stilts rose from the water. Millions of people
crammed into Mindao, overflowing it. They lived wherever they could. Which was
everywhere.


Maria
waded into the stream, pulling others with her. They navigated between the
stilts as shanties crackled above. Finally, they emerged into open water.


Hundreds
of people clogged the river. More and more kept spilling from the shantytown,
many of them sooty, some burnt. Trash floated everywhere, hiding the water.
Paper cups, food wrappers, diapers—they covered the river, burning like debris after
a naval battle. Hundreds more people emerged from the inferno, some ablaze.
They rushed between the shanties and into the water like deer fleeing a
wildfire.


The
water was warm and sludgy. Slimy tubes slid around Maria's legs, perhaps algae,
perhaps rotting trash, perhaps strange mutated eels. It was a narrow river,
barely wider than a city street, but it was enough. It contained the shantytown
fire like a firebreak through a forest. A few scraps of burning tarpaulin flew
in the wind, but residents already stood on the opposite riverbank and
rooftops, poles in hands, ready to catch the burning debris and dunk it into
the river.


Maria
climbed onto the safe bank, coughing and shivering. She took a few steps between
the stilts of shanties, then yelped. Something bit her leg!


She
looked down and gasped. A rope was coiled around her leg, ankle to thigh,
bristly with scraps of paper, coffee cups, and bottlecaps.


The
rope bit her again.


"Ow!"
Maria cried.


The
rope raised its head and looked at her. And she realized it wasn't a tangle of
garbage after all. It was a strange eel. Those were not paper scraps, cups, or
bottlecaps on its body, but organic growths like horns or warts, evolved to
look like human garbage.


Its
ancestors must have been regular eels, Maria thought. It
evolved in our polluted rivers, so its camouflage looks like our trash.


It
tried to bite her again. Its teeth looked like fishing hooks. Maria grabbed its
neck, tugged, and finally unwound it off her leg. She held the slimy creature
at arm's length. The mock bottles, cups, and papers rattled along its body.
When Maria squinted, she could make out little scales on the fake trash, but
the imitation was damn impressive. She tossed the odd beast back into the
river. It hissed and swam away, blending in with the floating trash.


Charlie
climbed out the river next. Three of the mutated eels clung to her.


"Ack,
they're savaging me! Get off!" Charlie pulled two garbage eels off her
thighs, ripping her fishnet stockings, and one off her chest. "You are
worse than drunk putes in a brothel. Get back, back into the
water!"


She
kicked the creatures. They responded with hisses, but when Charlie swung a
pole, they retreated into the water.


Maria
looked away from the river. This too was a poor neighborhood, but the houses on
this side of the river were more solid. Some were even built of concrete. She
gazed down a street lined with little electronic shops, kiosks, and humble
dwellings, all hunkered under tattered awnings. Rickshaws, bicycles, and dozens
of muddy children filled the road. Beyond them, Maria could just make out a
wider boulevard. People were marching there. She could hear the chants.


"Earthlings
go home! Earthlings go home!"


Distant
gunfire rattled.


An
Earthling helicopter roared overhead, its blades churning the air, tearing
roofs off homes.


The
chanting continued undaunted. "Earthlings go home! Earthlings go
home!"


I
did this, Maria thought. I recorded the general. I leaked
his confession. Now this city burns.


"This
is South Bahay," she said, turning toward Charlie. "We're meant to be
Earth allies."


Charlie
raised an eyebrow. "You released a video of General Ward calling us bugs
to kill. What did you expect? That this city would keep collaborating with the putes?"


"I
wanted Earthlings to rebel against their government on Earth!" she said.
"Not for us to rebel here. Charlie, I hear gunfire. They're killing us.
Come, help me! We have to stop this."


She
grabbed Charlie's hand, but the older bargirl wrenched herself free.


"Why
should I help you anymore? So that you can shove me into the path of a knife?
Like you did to Pippi?" She looked at Maria's belly, then back into her
eyes. "A half-pute child grows inside you. Where do your loyalties
lie?"


"With
humanity!" Maria said. "With ending this war between Bahayans and
Earthlings! With peace! Now help me or this whole city will burn. Or walk away
and I'll do it myself."


Maria
raced down the alleyway, whipping between the rickshaws, stray cats, and street
children. She reached the boulevard. Brightly-colored jeepneys and tuk-tuks
cluttered the road. A few were honking. But most people emerged from the
gridlocked vehicles and joined the protesters. Thousands were marching here,
chanting over and over.


"Earthlings
go home!"


The
news came from a hundred shops along the road. Televisions, radios, and even a
modern holo-screen were playing the confession. Snippets of the general's voice
poured from all directions.


"I
ordered millions of Bahayan women and children killed."


"Slits
are nothing but vermin and whores."


"It's
my job to kill them."


Maria
closed her eyes, remembering those months spent with the general. Serving as
his paramour. Pleasuring him in bed. Suffering his gifts and cruelty.


For
this.


For
a burning city.


She
opened her eyes and saw her world crumble.





* * * * *






A
few Earthling soldiers marched onto the street, wearing armored battlesuits and
helmets, rifles in hand. They towered over the Bahayans. On average, Earthlings
stood much taller than Bahayans, and these weren't just ordinary Earthlings,
but trained killers.


Maria
looked at them.


They
told us they came to liberate us from the Red Cardinal,
she thought. But they're our enemy. And now the south rises.


An
Earthling soldier spoke into a megaphone. "Citizens of Mindao, return to
your homes. We've implemented full martial law. Any citizens caught on the
streets will be—"


A
rock hit him.


Then
another.


More
and more Bahayans hurled rocks at the soldiers. The Earthlings wore thick
armor, but one rock smashed a man's visor. Another barrage of rocks knocked an
Earthling down, and Bahayans began beating him with sticks.


"Get
off our world!" somebody shouted.


"Go
back to Earth!"


"Freedom
for Bahay! Freedom for Bahay!"


Maria
could barely believe it. For twenty years now, since the first Earth starship
had arrived, South Bahay had fought alongside Earth, united in struggle against
the Red Cardinal. Only the Kalayaan, a peasant uprising, fought Earth in the
south. Now this entire city, traditionally a staunch ally of Earth, was rising
in open rebellion.


More
rocks pounded the Earthlings. One Bahayan youth climbed onto a roof and hurled
a Molotov cocktail. Fire swallowed an Earthling, and the man screamed and began
pawing at his battlesuit, desperate to douse the flames.


One
Earthling raised his rifle and opened fire.


Then
another.


A
helicopter flew low, strafing the rooftops. A young Bahayan man, who was
already preparing to hurl another incendiary, screamed and fell, riddled with
bullets.


That
only enraged the crowd further. The Bahayans surged, thousands of them, flooding
over the Earthlings. The Earthlings had guns, but they were only a few men. The
crowd surged over them. They were like an army of ants swarming over a handful
of armored beetles.


Maria
looked at her fellow bargirls.


Charlie
stood there, her fishnet stockings tattered, her hair filled with trash from
the river. A few other bargirls stood behind her, members of the Bargirl
Bureau, this little spy network Maria had founded. They didn't look much
better. They were singed, wet, and draped with trash.


And
right now, they had to save this city.


Pippi
should be here with us. I killed her. I'm a murderer.


Maria
took a shaky breath. Not now! She would deal with that guilt later. Right now,
if she didn't act fast, countless more would die.


"Girls!"
she said. "Get on the rooftops and dance!"


Grace,
one of the younger bargirls, tilted her head. "How will dancing stop
this?"


A
few years ago, Grace had been a rice farmer, same as Maria. Earth's planes had
spilled poison on her village, withering crops and people alike. Grace had
wandered into the city, half-starved, her arms shrunken, mutated into arms no
larger than a baby's. But her face was still beautiful, and she had found work
as a bargirl. Like the other girls, she had danced, served drinks, even slept
with Earthling soldiers, earning just enough for food and shelter. A few
Earthlings found her shrunken arms disturbing, but most found Grace curious,
even intoxicating. To them, her mutation only enhanced her charming
vulnerability.


Other bargirls approached Maria too. There was Joyce, an orphan, only fifteen years
old, youngest of the group. Kim stood beside her, holding her half-Earthling
baby, a child of rape. More joined them, the dregs of society, the bravest
women Maria knew.


"Yes,
dancing!" Maria said. "That's how we bargirls fight. Follow my lead.
Come on!"


She
climbed onto a rooftop—a sheet of rusty steel held down by tires. The hot metal
seared her bare feet. Wincing, Maria hopped from roof to roof, moving toward
the Earthling soldiers. With her pregnant belly, she was slower than normal.
Over one alleyway, she slipped, slid down the roof, and nearly crashed down.


Hands
grabbed her. Charlie pulled her back.


The
older woman glared at her. "I saved your puwit again. You see? This
is what friends do."


Maria's
eyes dampened. "Thank you, Charlie."


But
Charlie only glowered at her. Yes, Charlie was still angry. Maria did not blame
her.


I
made a horrible choice, she thought. And I must face the
repercussions. Somehow, I must mend my relationship with Charlie. And more
importantly—face my own crushing guilt. But not now. Not today. Today I have
lives to save.


She
reached a rooftop near the Earthling soldiers. The roof was just a sheet of corrugated
steel, held down by rickshaw tires. The rippled metal seared Maria's bare feet.


Standing
on the rooftop, Maria began to dance. To sway seductively, the wind in her
hair.


She
felt clumsy with her big belly. No longer the slim, attractive girl she had
been. Well, okay, maybe she had never been attractive per se. Not as
beautiful as Charlie, that was certain. But at least slender. Those days were
long gone. She let her shame flow away with the wind. She kept dancing,
pregnant belly and all. There was no music, but she could hear the music in her
mind.


A
few Earthlings turned to look, no longer firing into the crowd.


A
few Bahayans stared too, rocks in hands, not tossing them. They watched their
sister on the rooftops.


Charlie
heaved a sigh, then climbed onto another roof. She was curvier and prettier
than Maria, and she drew even more attention, especially when she started to
dance.


"Hello,
babies!" Charlie thrust out a hip, tossed back her head, and raised her
hands overhead. "Free lap dances at the Go Go Cowgirl! Head to the Go Go
Cowgirl, the finest club on the Blue Boulevard, to see more dances like
this!"


She
swayed her hips. People watched from below, curious, frowning. A soldier tilted
his head. They did not cheer like the men in the bars.


But
at least the people weren't killing one another anymore.


The
other bargirls climbed onto roofs too and struck poses.


"Hey,
boys!" said Kim. "Free dances for you tonight! Come on down to the
Bottoms Up club, where dances are free all night!"


"Woo,
free Lady Boxing at Manila Nights club!" Joyce said, punching the air.
"Hi-ya!"


"Free
beer at Pinoy Dreams!" said Grace. "Head on down!"


The
crowd just stared, confused.


But
when Charlie pulled off her shirt, revealing a red brazier hugging enviable
breasts, one soldier cheered.


When
Grace danced, her withered arms raised, soldiers gazed with pity and awe.


"Follow
me to the Go Go Cowgirl!" Charlie said. She hopped from roof to roof,
moving along a side road. "Come, soldiers of Earth, and see me dance—with
a lot less clothing."


A
few Earthling soldiers looked at one another, hesitating.


Then
one raised his visor and whistled at Charlie. "You're fucking
beautiful!"


Another
soldier raised his visor too. "You're gorgeous, lady! What's your name?"


Charlie
looked over her shoulder at them. "Follow me and find out."


A
few other bargirls began hopping down different paths, hips swaying, luring
Earthlings like the Pied Piper leading children.


Maybe
that's all these Earthlings are, Maria thought.
Children. Murderous boys, lost and afraid and far from home. How easily they
kill us. How easily we seduce them.


The
bargirls had spent years learning how to lure Earthlings, but that only solved
half the problem. The Bahayans on the streets were still grumbling, shouting. A
few raised rocks, prepared to toss them again, to reignite the riot.


So
Maria began to sing to them.


She
did not sing a flirtatious or lewd song. She did not thrust out breasts or
backside, nor flaunt the soft flesh of her thighs, for she did not perform to
titillate Earthlings now.


She
sang a soft song. A sad song. A song in Tagalog, the language of her people.
She sang "The Last Rose of Summer."


People
stopped and listened. A few shed tears.


Bahay
had no true planetary anthem. The Red Cardinal only allowed religious songs,
while Santiago, the President of South Bahay, had chosen a bombastic anthem
full of patriotic cliches. In many ways, "The Last Rose of Summer"
was the true anthem of Bahay. The song of this world's hopes and dreams and
sacred history. It told the tale of Lilibeth, the first baby born on Bahay,
planter of trees and fields. She was so beautiful the twin moons became
jealous, banished her into the wilderness, and turned her into a rose.


It
was a song of the first pilgrims from the Philippines arriving on Bahay. A song
of struggling to tame a wild land, to grow crops in alien soil. The tale of
comets striking the first generation—pieces of the moon falling into fields and
villages, turning this new paradise into hell. A story of sacrifice, of hidden
beauty in the rainforest, of hope in the dark. As a girl, Maria had thought it
merely a fairytale, the tragic tale of a folk heroine. Now she realized it was
the song of a nation.


And
the people began to sing with her.


Dozens
of voices. Then hundreds. Then thousands. Across the streets of their ravaged
and raped city, the people sang.


Maria
sang the last note, but she knew that the song of Bahay would continue forever.


The
Earthlings vanished into the clubs. The rioters shed tears as their song still
echoed.


Maria
looked around her. The fire was dying down in the shantytown, and the corpses
were being pulled away to burial. Far away, the cemetery lay in shadows.


She
had saved this city tonight. But the hunter still lurked among the tombstones.
And inside her chest, the grief and guilt coiled like twin demons.


Maria
fell to her knees on the roof, lowered her head, and placed a hand on her
belly. Her baby kicked inside.


"I
killed my best friend," she whispered. "I killed Pippi. But I did it
for you, my child. To save your life. Your mother would burn down the world to
protect you."


Finally
Maria allowed herself to sob.







 
 
Chapter Four

Gummy Worms?





Kaelyn watched the news
from her hospital bed.


The
election for Earth's president was underway.


The
news anchor, a graceful Japanese woman, tried to fill time while the votes were
being counted. Dressed in a neat suit, her heels clacking, she moved around a
holographic display of Earth, going over the history of the united planet.


Kaelyn
knew all this already. But the pain was bad today. A bullet through the gut was
no laughing matter, and even the drugs couldn't hide the pain. She tried to concentrate
on the television, to forget her pain, to drown in news.


This
went beyond her pain. The fate of Earth and Bahay would be determined today.


"A
hundred and thirty years ago, aliens invaded Earth, slaughtering half the
population. We call it the Cataclysm—the greatest carnage since the Black
Death." The broadcaster spoke in Japanese, and English subtitles ran
across the bottom. "Until then, Earth was divided into hundreds of
squabbling nations. But after the Cataclysm, the survivors banded together,
forming a United Earth."


Kaelyn
liked the Japanese channel. It was less violently loud and angry, less
blatantly biased than other channels. The talking heads on American TV seemed
no better than those old squabbling nations. Hens picking at one another in a
cage.


"For
over a century now," the broadcaster said, "the President of Earth has
led our world. The old nations, those that survived the Cataclysm, maintained
their culture, language, and national identity. But they all began to serve one
leader. Our president."


"If
you ask me, it's fucked up," Kaelyn muttered. She rarely cursed. Maybe it
was the painkillers speaking. But after years of President Hale, she wasn't
sure a single man leading an entire planet was a great idea.


The
broadcaster continued speaking. "Of course, a few nations have tried to
secede from the union. They were beaten down. A few colonies in space, like
Ganymede, rebelled. We subdued those rebellions. Today, we all acknowledge the
truth. That to face a dangerous galaxy, one swarming with predatory
civilizations, we must be united. One empire. One army. One species."


Kaelyn
grumbled under her breath. Maybe Japan Star Broadcasting wasn't so unbiased
after all.


She
didn't trust the government. It was hard to when you lay in a hospital bed, a
hole in your stomach—one put there by a government agent.


But
even Kaelyn had to admit the system wasn't all bad. The president was
democratically elected, after all, not a tyrant. And some presidents had been
wonderful. Einav Ben-Ari, the previous president, had governed for fifty years
before disappearing in retirement. They called her the Golden Lioness, the
famous general who had beaten back the aliens, who had ushered in a golden age
of peace and exploration. Perhaps someday, a second golden age would emerge.


The
broadcaster touched her earpiece and frowned. "And it seems like we're
down to only two candidates now. Let's take a look at who's still in the race.
First, we have incumbent President Henry Hale, running for another term."


A
hologram appeared in the studio, showing President Hale. He was a tall,
muscular man with silver hair and cold blue eyes. Kaelyn shuddered.


You
murdered Lizzy, she thought. You tried to murder me
and Etty. And you sent countless numbers of our boys and girls to die on Bahay.
She clenched her fists. They shook.


Hale's
hologram faded.


The
broadcaster said, "And, hoping to unseat the president tonight, is Adam
Ben-Ari, the Young Lion."


A
new hologram appeared, showing a handsome man with a wide jaw and broad
shoulders. Silver streaked his black hair and beard. Here stood Adam Ben-Ari, a
retired military officer, new to politics. He had fought on Bahay during the
first invasion twenty years ago. He had won medals for charging into enemy
fire, taking several bullets, to save the lives of his stranded comrades.
Before that, he had fought on Ganymede, helping to quell the theocratic
uprising. He was a war hero, but mostly people talked about his heritage.


Adam
Ben-Ari was the grandson of Einav Ben-Ari. She was the Golden Lioness, and they
called him the Young Lion, the great hope to restore the previous dynasty.


Having
just turned eighteen, Kaelyn had voted for him, albeit reluctantly. She knew
history. She knew that for thousands of years, through monarchy and democracy
and almost every other system of government, humanity had fostered dynastic
ruling families. It rarely ended well.


A
man who is leader because of his family name, not his character, is no true
leader, Kaelyn thought.


So
no, she didn't trust Adam Ben-Ari. She didn't know if he'd be a good ruler like
his grandmother. She didn't know if he deserved this lofty post, the
responsibility of leading humanity.


But
she did know two things.


First,
Adam Ben-Ari understood the horrors of war. He knew when it was necessary to
fight—and he could fight bravely, as he proved on the battlefields of Ganymede
and Bahay. Just as importantly, he knew when not to fight. Like Lizzy
Pascal and millions of others, Adam Ben-Ari was a proud veteran who loved
Earth, fought honorably, and believed the war on Bahay must now end. As
president, he would end it.


Second—well,
he wasn't President Hale. He had that going for him.


So
yes, Kaelyn had swallowed her reluctance and voted for this scion of a famous
legacy. Now she watched the votes come in, gnawing her fingernails.


"Currently,
President Hale and Mr. Ben-Ari are tied at fifty percent of the vote," the
news anchor reported. "But three billion more votes are still pouring in
from across Earth and her colonies."


Counters
appeared below the holograms of each man.


President
Hale rose to 51%.


Then
votes from Haven Colony at Alpha Centauri came in via wormhole. Hale sank down
to 49%, and Ben-Ari took the lead.


Votes
came in from Xiaochong City on Mars. Adam Ben-Ari rose to 52%, only to sink
back to 49% when votes poured in from Ganymede and Titan.


Votes
came in from Israel next, Adam Ben-Ari's home. The Israelis almost all voted
for him. Their population was too small to make a big difference. But they
nudged their candidate up a fraction of a percent.


It
went on and on. The counter kept seesawing between the men, moving one or two
percent up, then down again. Kaelyn was practically chewing her fingers down to
the knuckles.


With
every moment, she loved Adam Ben-Ari a little more. When he was ahead, he
seemed like a saint. When he was behind, he seemed like a messiah, struggling
to battle through darkness on his quest to save the world.


It's
funny how quickly you can forget a man's flaws when you share an enemy,
Kaelyn thought.


The
door to her hospital room burst open. Etty ran inside.


"Did
I miss it? Do they have a winner? What's going on? Tell me, tell me!"


Kaelyn
turned toward her friend. "Where were you?"


Etty
grinned. "Getting snacks!"


She
lifted bags full of potato chips, chocolate bars, and enough candies to give a
dentist a heart attack.


"It's
an election, not the Asteroid Belt Races," Kaelyn said.


Etty
hopped onto the bed. "Even more exciting." She ripped open a candy
bag. "Gummy worms?"


Kaelyn
winced in pain. It would be a while before she was eating normally. The bullet
had done its damage. Kaelyn had been on fluids only at first. Now a colostomy
bag connected to her stomach. She didn't want to think too much about the
shattered plumbing inside her. The doctors predicted a full recovery,
unleashing a swarm of nanobots through her guts, each carrying strands of her
own DNA. She imagined them like a tiny army of seamstresses, diligently
stitching the lacerated organs. One of the perks of life in the twenty-third
century was excellent healthcare. But the nanobots still needed time. The road
to recovery would be long and painful.


Until
then, she would skip the gummy worms.


As
they watched, Kaelyn's stress grew and grew.


Votes
kept coming in, and Hale's lead grew to fifty-three percent.


Then
fifty-five.


Votes
from Asia were pouring in. The numbers were moving fast now.


Etty
was working on an ice cream sandwich when President Hale crossed sixty percent.


"Well,
viewers at home," the broadcaster said, "it looks like we're heading
toward another Hale term. But remember—the polls are still open in the Western
hemisphere, so we still have a few votes to count."


Kaelyn
licked her dry lips and glanced at Etty. The young veteran stared back, her
eyes huge and green, and bit her lip.


"Hale
is winning," Kaelyn whispered. "How could he be winning? After
everything, all the dead, all our work …"


Etty
checked her watch. "Look, Kaelyn. Look at the TV. It should be right about
… Now."


Suddenly,
on the television, the Japanese journalist and her holographic displays
vanished.


Static
crackled. And then a grainy image appeared.


General
Ward's confession.


Millions
across Earth had already seen it. It had been spreading through social media
like wildfire.


But
now, for the first time, it was broadcast on live television—to an audience of
billions.


"Pardon
me!" Etty said, dusted potato chip crumbs off her fingers, and grabbed the
remote.


She
flipped a few channels. All were showing the same thing. General Ward in a
grainy video.


"This
is an unwinnable war. I know it. The president knows it. We've known it for
years."


The
image faded. Briefly, the television showed a military cemetery. Thousands of
tombstones spread into the distance.


Finally
the Japanese broadcaster returned, looking flustered. She tapped her earpiece,
then looked at the camera.


"We
seem to be experiencing some technical difficulties, dear viewers at home. But
we're back on the air, so why don't we take another look at our exit
polls?"


Kaelyn
looked at Etty, eyes wide.


The
young veteran shrugged. "Okay, I did more than just buy snacks. I visited
some friends. Some hacker friends. Hey, they loved the challenge!" She
shook a fist. "Too bad they screwed up and broadcast this after
most of the votes were cast. Lazy bums."


"Let's
take a look at our updated numbers," said the broadcaster.


President
Hale dropped to fifty-nine percent.


Kaelyn
and Etty held hands.


He
dropped to fifty-eight percent. Then fifty-seven.


They
kept watching, clinging to each other, the snacks forgotten.


Fifty-six.


"If
you win, Hale, the war will go on," Kaelyn whispered. "A war we can't
win. If you lose, Jon and George can come home."


Votes
kept coming in. And Hale's numbers kept dropping.


He
reached fifty-one percent of the vote … and the numbers froze.


All
the votes were in.


It
was over.


"Well,
that concludes the counting of votes across the Human Commonwealth," the
broadcaster said. "Earth and her colonies have spoken. And it looks like
President Hale leads with fifty-one percent."


Kaelyn
blinked.


She
looked at Etty. The girl stared back, her green eyes as huge and haunted as the
jungles of Bahay.


"He
won," Kaelyn whispered. "How could he have won?"


Tears
rolled down Kaelyn's cheeks. Lizzy had died protesting the war—for nothing. It
would just rage on now. Years of bloodshed. Jon. George. Thousands of others.
They might never come home.


"Kaelyn."
Etty stroked her hair. "Look."


"I
can't," Kaelyn whispered, eyes wet.


"Look
at the TV, Kaelyn. Please."


Kaelyn
blinked her tears away and looked.


"The
Human Commonwealth has voted," the broadcaster said. "But there's one
planet that's not part of the Commonwealth. We're being told that the soldiers'
votes are coming in now from Bahay."


Kaelyn
gasped. Of course. Of course! There were almost a million soldiers on Bahay!
Their votes took a bit longer to arrive.


It
wasn't much. Not even a million votes. A tiny drop in the ocean.


She
watched the votes tick in.


Both
Hale and Ben-Ari moved to fifty percent of the vote.


Kaelyn
and Etty gasped so loudly they nearly sucked the air out of the hospital room.


"Both
candidates are now at fifty percent," said the broadcaster, "but
we're going to zoom in and examine the exact vote counts. Remember, just one
vote is enough to win the race."


The
numbers zoomed in. Decimal points flashed across the screen. Then they saw the
exact tally of votes.


Among
billions of people on Earth, her colonies, and battlefields, President Hale
lost by a mere two hundred and three votes.


Barely
the population of this apartment block.


Kaelyn
collapsed into Etty's arms, weeping again, this time with joy. She heard
president elect Adam Ben-Ari speaking on the television, vowing to end the war,
to bring the soldiers home. From across the city rose cries of joy and fury.
Horns honked. A gunshot rang out. People spilled onto the streets to celebrate
or riot.


For
a few moments, Kaelyn let it all fade away, and she just lay on the hospital
bed, drained.


The
war would finally end.


Lizzy
had not died in vain.


The
people she loved were coming home.







 
 
Chapter Five

Monsters to Monsters






Jon and his friends sat
in a tent, the jungle rustling around them, watching the new president speak.


Adam
Ben-Ari didn't stand very tall, but with his broad jaw, salt-and-pepper beard,
and thick black eyebrows, he exuded strength. They called him the Young Lion, a
reference to his grandmother. But to Jon, he looked more like a lion in his
prime, battle-scarred, the king of his pride.


"This
has been a long, painful war," President Adam Ben-Ari said, gazing steadily
into the camera. "One I myself fought in, earning a Combat Action Star,
Silver Star of Valor, and Purple Heart. Like millions of you, I faced horrors
in the jungles of Bahay. I was fortunate enough to survive, but so many did
not. It is time to admit a hard truth. That there is no victory on Bahay. That
we cannot subjugate that world with force of arms. I'm therefore ordering a
complete withdrawal of all Earth forces on Bahay."


Across
Jon's tent, chaos erupted.


The
entire platoon had gathered here to watch the small television. They all leaped
to their feet.


A
few soldiers began to weep. Others to cheer. Some soldiers grumbled, spat, and
cursed the "sissy president" for taking away their war. Other
soldiers hugged. Many broke down completely, sobbing, speaking of finally going
home to Earth and seeing their loved ones again. The new president was still speaking,
but nobody was listening now. They had heard enough.


Only
Jon sat silently.


He
felt empty.


Slowly,
he rose to his feet, walked toward a window in the tent wall, and stared
through the mosquito net at the jungle.


"We're
leaving," he whispered. "All of us. All of Earth's forces—withdrawing."


Massive
arms grabbed him from behind, pulling him into a crushing hug.


"Jon!
Jon, we're going home!"


Jon
was not a small man, but George lifted him off the ground like a doll. Jon
gasped for air, those gargantuan arms creaking his ribs.


"George!"
he gasped. "George, air!"


The
giant released him, suddenly sheepish. "Sorry, buddy. I forget my own
strength." His eyes lit up. "But isn't it wonderful? We're going
home! Home, Jon! To be with Kaelyn again. And Etty too. And …" The
giant began to cry. "It's over. It's all over."


Jon
remained silent. He stared out again at the jungle.


"Not
for Maria," he said softly.


George
closed his mouth. He blinked a few times. "Oh. Damn."


Jon
turned toward his friend. "George, if we're going to withdraw all our
troops quickly, do you know what'll happen? The Red Cardinal's troops will
swarm across the entire planet. He'll capture the southern hemisphere.
Including Mindao, where Maria is waiting for me. Do you know what he'll do to katulongs—Bahayans
who helped Earthlings?"


"Maria
never helped us!" George said. "She never fought at our side. She
fought to end the war, not win it."


"She's
my wife, George! The wife of an Earthling. She danced at an Earthling bar,
servicing Earthling men. She worked at Little Earth as a general's paramour.
The Red Cardinal won't care about nuance. He'll see her as a traitor. Her and
thousands of other Bahayans who helped us. Mercenaries who fought at our side. Informants
who told us of enemy movements. Janitors who cleaned our bases. Barbers who cut
our hair. Bartenders who served us beer. Nurses who healed our bodies. Bargirls
who comforted our souls. There are thousands of katulongs across South
Bahay. The Red Cardinal considers them traitors. And we won't be here to
protect them. George … we're abandoning them. To die."


George
stared in stunned silence. "But … Jon! This is what we always wanted.
To end the war. You knew this would happen when you leaked the tape!"


"I
was hoping to end the war, yes, but not like this. Not at once!" Jon shook
his head in disgust. "I was hoping a new president would slowly
withdraw troops. Brigade by brigade, over years. Not the whole army like a
Band-Aid. I was hoping that, before Earth forces left, we could build and train
a South Bahayan military to fend off the Red Cardinal. A force to protect those
we leave behind. I was hoping that after bombing Bahay into the Stone Age, we'd
at least stay long enough to build the foundation of a functioning society. Now
we're just going to retreat. In a mad rush. Leaving nothing but chaos, poverty,
and death. And this planet will fall. All we fought for, all those who died . .
. all for nothing. Just to see the Red Cardinal take over."


George
frowned. "Wait a minute, Jon. You're sounding like a Hale supporter. Isn't
that what Hale always said during his campaign? Withdraw now, and we hand the
enemy a victory? His words!"


"I
know, I know." Jon sighed. "I can't believe I'm saying this, but I'm
seeing Hale's side now. I want us to leave Bahay to Bahayans. But the Red
Cardinal isn't even Bahayan, George. He's …"


My
ancestor, he wanted to say.


The
revelation still shocked him. That the Red Cardinal, the monster, the vampire,
the tyrant of North Bahay who would soon clutch the entire planet in his claws—that
he was a Taylor. One of Jon Taylor's ancestors.


Or
so the old man had claimed. Jon didn't know what to believe. Could the Red
Cardinal truly be hundreds of years old? He had seen the man use strange
technology—or sorcery. Shapeshift. Open and close portals. Levitate. Fight with
superhuman strength. What was an unnaturally long life to somebody with such
abilities?


"We're
monsters," Jon said, gazing into the shadows. "We came here across
the darkness of space. We burned, poisoned, and raped this world. And now,
after slaughtering millions, we're abandoning this world to another
monster."


George
placed a hand on Jon's shoulder. "Jon, I don't know what the Red Cardinal
will do with this world. But it can't be worse than what we've been doing. And
remember, Maria is your wife! You're taking her back to Earth, right? Like you
always said. We'll keep her safe."


Jon
bit his lip.


He
stood here in a military tent. In North Bahay. In the jungle. A mile from the
front line.


Maria
was in the south. Thousands of miles away.


Jon
stared outside at the trees, and a chill ran down his spine.


"How
will we find her?" he whispered.


George
did not answer. He did not know either.


 








 
 
Chapter Six

Crusader






Jon stood in the guard
tower atop the hill, gazing north.


He
saw them there.


The
enemy.


The
Luminous Army. Waiting.


A
shudder passed through him. Jon had fought this army before, the Red Cardinal's
fabled military. Now he realized: We've only ever faced a small fraction of
the Red Cardinal's might.


Before
Jon spread entire divisions, swallowing the horizon. Countless soldiers—just
waiting to pounce.


Lines
of infantry in black armor covered the landscape like ants. Blimps floated
above them. Balisong-class fighter jets clung to their underbellies like fish
to the bellies of whales. Mechas stood among the troops—towering humanoid
machines, their shoulders heavy with mounted cannons. Hundreds of artillery
cannons pointed at Jon, lines upon lines like ancient pikes. A horde of
Santelmos completed the host. The floating round aliens shone like stars.


Jon's
comlink crackled. A voice emerged.


"How
are things looking up there, Sergeant?"


Jon
recognized the deep, gruff voice. It was Robert Victory, the major who had
almost sent him to the firing squad. He was now Colonel Victory, new commander
of the Apollo Brigade.


"Sir,
same as before," Jon said. "The enemy is just waiting. I'm recording
a livestream, sir. You can tap in to view from your position."


"I
know that, Sergeant," the colonel said. "I also wanted to check on you.
You're still on my shit list, soldier. Over and out."


The
colonel ended transmission.


Jon
sighed. Victory had spared his life once. Jon didn't want to make him regret
that.


He
looked at the army again. Countless enemy soldiers, covering the land, an ocean
ready to gush forth. For twenty years, the Human Defense Force had stood here
on Bahay, guarding the southern hemisphere, holding the enemy back. Now Earth's
army was preparing to leave. Now the luminous wave would flow south, swallowing
everything in its path.


I
must reach you, Maria, Jon thought. I must bring you
home to Earth.


When
he arrived on Bahay almost a year ago, Jon had landed at Emery Spaceport, a
huge base in the south. If you died in action, or if you miraculously survived
your entire tour of Bahay, that's where they sent you. Emery Spaceport. From there,
they blasted you up into space, kick-starting your journey home to Earth. As
far as Jon knew, it was the only spaceport on the planet.


That
was good.


Right
now, Jon was thousands of miles away from Maria. She was deep in the southern
hemisphere, while he was stuck here up north. But Emery Spaceport was in Mindao
City. Where she lived.


The
plan began to formulate in Jon's mind.


Once
the evacuation begins, they'll move us south, he thought. They'll
probably fly us there in junglers, and we'll take off from Emery Spaceport. But
before I board my space shuttle, I'll make a run for it. I'll race into the
city, visit the Go Go Cowgirl, and grab Maria. I'll bring her back to the
spaceport. Colonel Victory won't kill me for that. Not when he learns Maria is
my wife. He'll have to let me take her home to Earth. And if he doesn't, I'll
smuggle her aboard.


It
was a vague plan. Not particularly clever. Then again, his plan to steal the
wormhole generator had been dumb, too. But he had improvised, and it worked well
enough. More or less. Jon would just have to leap headlong into another crazy
plan and ad-lib.


I
have more luck than brains, but it's gotten me this far,
Jon thought. I just need my luck to last a few more days.


Movement
in the valley drew his attention.


Jon
stared, squinting from his hilltop position. Something was happening in the
Luminous Army. A red figure was moving between the troops, tiny from this
distance, like a drop of blood trailing down scarred skin.


Jon
raised his binoculars. He swept them across the enemy, seeking the red figure.
At first, he saw only rows and rows of Bahayan soldiers. They all wore dark
uniforms, the skintight fabric covered with thick armored plates, each plate
corresponding to a human muscle. Twenty years ago, Earthlings had arrived here
in modern battlesuits, while the enemy had fought in fabrics woven from banana
leaves. The Bahayans had learned quickly, seizing Earthling battlesuits and
reverse engineering them. With their black suits, black helmets, and crimson visors,
they seemed like an army of battle ants.


He
kept moving the binoculars around, readjusting the focus until he found the
source of movement. That red spot like a drop of blood.


But
now he saw more than a spot.


There
he was. Moving through the army toward the vanguard. The Red Cardinal.


He
wore crimson vestments, and he held a thurible. Jon had seen him swing that
censer like a flail. Its wrath had pounded Jon like the hammers of angels. The
cardinal was four centuries old and he looked it, but Jon knew that was
deceptive. The old man fought with a strength that had almost overwhelmed Jon—and
Jon had been operating a mecha, a machine large enough to lift a tank.


"So,
there you are, great-granddaddy," Jon muttered, gazing at his ancestor
through the binoculars. "You ran from me last time. And now I'm running
from you. You win this war. Go ahead and wallow in it. And I hope I never see
you again."


Though
he was miles away, the red cardinal raised his eyes.


Beady
black eyes, sunk into his head, peered from shadowy sockets.


The
old man stared at Jon and smiled thinly.


Jon
lowered the binoculars. He shuddered.


"Creepy
fucker," he muttered.


He
wasn't happy about leaving Bahay to that creature. He knew what would happen.
For years, the Red Cardinal had been fighting Earth. He lost a million troops
and two million civilians—more than half the population of North Bahay. In
comparison, Earth had suffered "only" two hundred thousand
casualties, a tiny fraction of its population, far less than one percent. But
the cardinal never gave up. He kept fighting even as the millions died. He
probably would have kept fighting to the last man. As soon as the last
Earthling was in space, the Red Cardinal would seize this world.


And
I'll be deep in space, unable to fight you, Jon thought.


He
wondered. Would it really be that bad? After all, the Red Cardinal had led the
original Filipino colonists to this world three centuries ago. He had looked
after them since. And things had been fine.


But
that was before the war.


The
Red Cardinal had been merely a religious leader back then. Now he was a
general. Now he commanded vast hosts. Now his cathedral lay in ruins, and he
commanded a bloodthirsty army.


We
transformed him, Jon thought. We turned priest into
crusader. We should never have come to this world. Now we leave it in pieces.


He
thought back to the battle at Fort Apollo. Facing the Red Cardinal in
hand-to-hand combat. He remembered the creature's parting words.


"I
will find Maria. She will scream so beautifully before she dies."


Jon
clenched his jaw so tight he almost cracked his molars. "Not if I find her
first, old man."


That
was when he heard engines rumbling. The sky cracked open, and shuttles swooped
from space.


Jon
blinked. He looked up, shading his eyes with his palm. Those were space
shuttles, serving a mothership.


Jon
squinted into the sunlight. He could just make it out. A pale smudge beyond the
sky, barely larger than a mote of dust. But he knew what it was. An
intergalactic starship, hanging directly above North Bahay.


The
shuttles were coming fast, diving toward the tattered remnants of the Apollo
Brigade, which was bivouacking in the valley.


Jon's
comlink crackled to life.


"All
guards, get your asses back to camp. We're evacuating this planet within the
hour. Over and out."


Jon
stared at the first shuttles landing in the valley, and terror gripped his
chest like the Red Cardinal's claws.


We're
evacuating … from here? Not from Mindao?


In
the distance, the Luminous Army began to rumble.


Jon
broke into a run.










 
 
Chapter Seven

The Evacuation Begins





Jon ran downhill, his
heart in his throat.


Behind
him, the Luminous Army was roaring like an angry sea—engines rumbling, soldiers
chanting, boots thumping.


Ahead
of him, the shuttles were diving toward the valley, flying too fast, leaving
streaks of smoke and fire in the sky. They crashed through the jungle canopy,
shattering ancient boughs, and thumped down in the Earthling camp. Soldiers
began racing into the shuttles at once. Within instants, the shuttles were rising
back into space, fleeing this world.


After
twenty years of war, Earth's evacuation from Bahay had begun. And it looked
more like a rout.


No,
Jon thought. God, no. Not from here. Not without Maria.


Sweat
drenched him. He kept running, shoving his way through ferns, leaping over
fallen logs and tree stumps. Earth's tractors had cut down the jungle, removing
any cover for the enemy to hide behind. But it was still a minefield of mossy
stones, broken branches like medieval pikes, and vines that grew leaves with
little sharp teeth. One vine wrapped around Jon's leg and tugged. The toothy
leaves chomped on his battlesuit. He ripped himself free and kept running, only
for a hidden root to trip him, and he crashed down into mud. He pushed himself
up, his battlesuit coated with leeches, and ripped them off as he raced onward.


Even
on this last day, the planet itself was fighting Earth's forces.


A
trench surrounded the camp, reinforced with earthworks and barbed wire. Two
guards stood at the checkpoint. One was beefy and pockmarked, the other skinny
and pale.


"Taylor,
what's going on across the hill?" the skinny guard said.


Jon
ran through the checkpoint. "Nothing good, buddy. Nothing good. You want
your ass off this planet sooner rather than later."


The
guards cursed.


"Fuck
this shit!" the burly guard said. "I'm outta here."


He
took off toward the shuttles, but Jon grabbed him, shoved him back to the
gates.


"Man
your post, Corporal!" Jon said, summoning all his authority as a sergeant.
"You're still on guard duty until your officer dismisses you."


A
boom sounded in the distance.


The
earth shook.


Jon
recognized that sound. An artillery shell.


"Is
the enemy firing on us?" Jon wondered aloud.


"Fuck
this shit, and fuck you, Sergeant!" the beefy guard said. "I'm
out!"


The
heavyset corporal shoved his way past Jon and raced toward the shuttles.


The
skinny guard spat, grabbed his duffel bag, and ran too. "Fuck you, Bahay.
Suck a muzzle and die!"


Another
explosion rocked the world.


Another.


A
shell slammed into a mountainside a mile away, and fire blazed like a fallen
star.


The
enemy wasn't firing directly on the camp yet. Those were warning shots. Jon
knew what they meant.


Get
out.


Clearly,
the Red Cardinal wanted to send Earth fleeing with a last kick to the backside.
Well, he was going to get his wish.


A
few soldiers were still trying to form orderly lines, to queue up outside the
shuttles and enter one by one. But with artillery shells exploding around the
valley, panic spread. Lines broke apart. Some soldiers dropped to the ground
and covered their heads. Others rushed into the trenches and pillboxes, loaded
their weapons, and geared up for a fight. But most charged the shuttles,
shoving one another, trying to enter first.


Shouts
rose around the ships.


"Out
of my way!"


"I
was standing here, back off!"


"I'm
a sergeant, dammit, stand back, Private, I got seniority."


"Soldiers,
into your platoons! Form ranks!"


"No
way, sir, they're bombing us! They're bombing us! I'm off this rock."


"Let
me by! I'm a girl, let me go first!"


"Our
father who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name …"


"They're
fucking bombing us, man! They're gonna kill us all, man!"


Another
artillery shell exploded. Closer this time. Several trees blew apart just
outside the camp. Burning fronds flew across the sky like birds of fire.


People
were running every which way. Jon nearly slammed into a captain. The older man
grabbed him.


"Sergeant,
get to your platoon!" the captain barked, then ran in another direction.
"All infantry, line up at the shuttles! Artillery batteries, where the
fuck are you? Return fire, return fire!"


Jon
kept running, weaving between fleeing, shouting soldiers. A tank rumbled by,
crushing fallen logs and tree stumps. It reached the trenches, raised its bore,
and began bombarding the hills. A few mobile cannons joined it. Soldiers began
fleeing the trenches like ants from a disturbed hive.


"All
right, we're full!" shouted a mustached master sergeant, standing in a
shuttle's open hatch. He waved his thick arms like Moses trying to part the Red
Sea. "Stand back, stand back!"


The
shuttle's engines rumbled. Dust rose in clouds. The boxy vehicle began to rise,
stabilizer thrusters blasting down hot gas. Its squat wings extended for all
they were worth. The shuttle reminded Jon of some clumsy, overfed dragon trying
to fly with bumblebee wings.


Soldiers
jumped from the forest floor. One man grabbed the shuttle's hatch, which was
still open. Another grabbed the shuttle's left wing.


"Stand
back, dammit!" the mustached sergeant shouted from the hatch. "We'll
be back for more!"


He
kicked, knocking one man off, and slammed the hatch shut. The shuttle continued
to rise. But there was still a man clinging to the wing.


"He's
on the wing!" somebody shouted.


"Get
down here, you have a man on the wing!"


But
the shuttle kept rising higher and higher. The man still clung to the wing. Jon
could only watch as the shuttle kept rising, blasting into the sky, until the
man finally fell. He tumbled toward the jungle, barely larger than ant from
here, and vanished into the mist.


Another
shuttle rose.


A
third. A fourth.


That
was all. Only four shuttles, and most of the brigade was still below. Clearly,
it would take several trips to evacuate everyone.


That
gave Jon some time.


"Jon!"


Enormous
hands grabbed him, each one the size of a dinner plate. George loomed before
him, eyes wide.


"Jon,
thank God you're back. I saw them bombing the hills, and I thought they got
you, or that—"


"George!
Look at me, George." Jon gripped his friend by the arm. "Listen to
me. Get to a shuttle. Get off this planet. And don't worry about me,
okay?"


Jon
began to run the other way. But George pulled him back.


"Jon,
what—"


"I
can't leave!" Jon said. "Not without Maria."


The
giant seemed to shrink. "Jon, we have to go. Now. I'm sorry. Maybe
in a year or two, once the dust settles, we can come back as civilians, and—"


"George,
in a year or two, the Red Cardinal will rule this entire planet. He will kill
Maria! He told me so himself." Jon took a deep breath and squared his
shoulders. "I'm not leaving without her. I'm heading south. To find
Maria."


George
gasped. "And what, die with her? The Red Cardinal is taking over! You said
so yourself!"


"They're
only evacuating the front line now," Jon said. "We're in the most
danger, so they're getting us out first. It'll take a while to evacuate the
huge bases in Mindao. Bases like Fort Miguel, Little Earth, the rest of them—there
are hundreds of thousands of soldiers there. Evacuating them will take days—hell,
probably weeks. I have time. I can get to Mindao, find Maria, and hitch a ride
into space from there."


He
tried to keep his voice calm. His insides were anything but.


A
few junglers hovered nearby. They were spoon-shaped vessels, painted
forest-green, designed to hover over both land and forest canopies. Jon had
flown them several times in this war. There was no room for them in the
shuttles, and they couldn't fly, only float on a thin carpet of air. The army,
it seemed, would simply leave them behind.


There's
my ride, Jon thought.


He
took a step toward the junglers, but George grabbed him again.


"Jon,
listen to me! Mindao is thousands of miles away. How will you get there
in a frickin' jungler? You'll never make it!"


Another
shuttle thumped down nearby. Soldiers began racing toward it, shoving, even
punching one other, fighting to get in. NCOs and officers shouted, trying in
vain to calm the troops. An artillery shell burst overhead, and fire blazed
across the sky. Shrapnel clattered down everywhere, searing the ground, pinging
soldiers' helmets. Another shuttle tried to rise, several soldiers clinging to
it, desperate to flee this planet.


Jon
looked back at his friend. "Sure, George, I'll make it. With a couple
extra solar packs, I'm golden. I'll be running on fumes by the end, but it's
doable."


He
tried to sound conversational, almost cheery, as if he were planning a camping
trip.


But
George was not fooled. He crossed his arms. "All right then. I'll go with
you."


Another
shuttle landed, ready to ferry more troops to the mothership.


The
enemy fire intensified. Shell after shell burst above, casting down a hailstorm
of ball bearings. They pounded helmets and armor. The Red Cardinal wasn't
trying to kill them. He was just snapping at their heels, probably laughing as
they fled. Earth was fighting back half-heartedly. A few tanks and cannons were
still returning fire. But even their crews were abandoning the heavy guns and
racing into shuttles.


Soon
the Luminous Army will sweep over this camp, Jon thought.
Then it will flow across the world.


"George,
fly back home!" Jon said, then ran toward the junglers.


"Wait!"
George cried, running after him. But at his size, the giant was slow, and Jon
left him in the dust.


The
junglers hovered before him, their round cockpits and slender bodies giving
them a distinct spoon shape. They hovered a foot above ground, tethered to
posts, like boats bobbing on an invisible lake. Jon opened a bubble canopy and
leaped in. 


"Jon!
Jon, dammit, wait!"


George
reached the hovercraft, hunched over, and panted. Sweat washed his face. In the
jungle heat, even a short run could take the wind out of you.


Sitting
in the cockpit, Jon reached overhead, prepared to close the canopy.


"Goodbye,
George."


"Wait!"
George reached into the cockpit, and the canopy closed on his arm. The giant
yowled. Jon was forced to open the canopy again.


George
pulled his hurt arm to his chest, betrayed shock in his eyes. He looked at his
arm, then at Jon.


"Jon,"
he said, sounding miserable. "You can't leave without me. I joined the
army to protect you. I flew across the galaxy, and landed here in a war zone,
to look after you. And now you just want me to leave? You went and hijacked the
wormhole generator on your own, and what happened? You almost died! You're my
best friend, Jon. I love you. I'm coming with you, like it or—"


Jon
closed the canopy, hit the thruster, and the jungler roared away, covering
George with dust and smog.


"I'm
sorry, George," Jon whispered, piloting the hovercraft across the scorched
earth. "I love you too, my friend. Which is why I can't let you
follow."


Jon
knew the odds weren't good. Trying to make it to the southern hemisphere in a
humble jungler? Trying to find Maria in a city of millions while the Luminous
Army unleashed hell?


It
was likely, Jon knew, that he was flying to his death.


He
could not let George risk his life again. The giant had risked his life enough
times for Jon.


"It's
your time to go home, George," Jon said, wishing his friend could hear.
"And you've earned it. By God, you've earned it a thousand times. But it's
not my time. Not yet."


He
flew over charred trunks and fallen trees. He shot over fallow rice paddies,
rippling the water, over a burnt village, and then over the wilderness.
Junglers were cheap, flimsy, and damn fast, and Jon kept gaining speed until
the land blurred beneath him.


He
shoved the thruster down, pushing the hovercraft for every last drop of speed
its engine could muster. It was a long way south.


"Jon
Taylor, you damn fool," he told himself. "Going AWOL and flying into
danger for a girl. A Bahayan prostitute no less. You idiot! You dumb, lovesick
boy! You're going to get yourself killed. George was right."


But
he thought of Maria's smile. Of her sparkling eyes. Of her soft kisses.


Yes,
she was only a Bahayan. Only a bargirl. A prostitute. But his love for her was
real.


You
can't choose who you love, he thought. You love who you
love. And I love her. No matter who or what she is, I love her.


He
glanced back toward Camp Apollo. He couldn't see the camp from here, but he
could just make out distant streaks in the sky. The trails from rising shuttles.
He just hoped George was in one.


Farther
back, the Luminous Army was cresting the hills. Their mechas, infantry, and
blimps flowed toward the abandoned camp. And Jon knew they would not stop
there. Like a cloud of locusts, the Luminous Army would sweep across the land,
consuming all in its path.


Jon
looked ahead.


"This
planet is doomed," he said. "Let's get off it together, Maria. We're
going to Earth. You and I. To live in a cozy house by some trees." He
wiped his eyes. "I love you, Maria. I'll be there soon."







 
 
Chapter Eight

A Flight South





The jungler flew over a
burnt, desecrated land. Jon sat in the cockpit, clutching the yoke, feeling so
sick he worried he'd throw up in his helmet.


It
wasn't just the bumpy ride.


It
was what he saw outside. The landscape of desolation and mutation. The poison
had rained. And the land had changed. Flying so low, just a few feet over the
surface, Jon saw it all.


He
flew over a rice paddy where farmers crawled through the water, naked, their
skin shiny like salamanders. Gills flared on their necks, and they pawed
through the water with bloated, waterlogged hands. In the nearby village, a
gargantuan creature wallowed in the dirt, as large as a beached whale. But she
had a human head and tiny human limbs. She kept birthing babies. Baby after
baby, all human but missing their faces. Strange, slithering people moved
around her, their eyes bugging out, collecting the babies into baskets.


Jon
flew onward. He crossed a withered forest, and he saw strange animals. Animals
conjoined like two candles melted together. Animals slithering, screeching,
drinking from rivers of poison. He saw great spiders roaming, pinning down
their prey, sucking their innards like hummingbirds sucking nectar.


Jon
wanted to help them. Or shoot them and give them a merciful death. He wanted to
stop this suffering, this abomination.


He
could not.


He
had come here as a foreign invader. He had served in the army that spilled this
poison. These deformed peasants, these mutated babies, this nightmarish
landscape—this was on his hands. And he could not save them.


But
I can save one soul from Bahay, Jon thought. I killed
countless people. But I can save one life. I can save Maria.


If
there was a hell, Jon was already going to it. He was not doing this for
salvation. There could be no salvation for his soul. He was doing this for her.
For love.


He
nudged the thruster. The jungler flew faster, creaking and rattling and
wobbling. Jon had crossed hundreds of miles already, and the engine was running
low on energy. In his mad flight from Camp Apollo, especially with shaking off
George, Jon had forgotten to take spare energy cubes. He'd need to find a
sunlit place, pull out the solar panel, and let the jungler charge for a day.
Unless he could find a charge station somewhere here in this mutated hellscape,
which didn't seem likely.


Sadly,
the solar panel charged slower than the engine burned energy. Charging while
flying wouldn't work. 


Jon
looked around him. Mutants were crawling across the charred landscape,
screeching, reaching claws toward the sky. Nope, not a good place to land. Jon
ranked it somewhere just between Hell and LaGuardia at Thanksgiving.


He
eyed the power meter. Two more bars. He would fly a little farther, try to find
a better place to land. A place not infested by flesh-eating mutants would be
nice.


"Forgetting
to take an extra energy cube," he muttered to himself. "Brilliant.
Truly, another brilliant plan, executed brilliantly by the brilliant Jon
Taylor."


He
sighed. He was a rebel. An outcast. A hero who bucked the law. And a complete
and utter idiot.


His
energy gauge was down to one bar, and Jon was beginning to seriously question
his life choices, when he finally saw a swath of healthy rainforest.


Ah,
perfect.


He
flew toward it. Just the sight of trees eased his anxiety. There was still some
nature here. Some life not mutated and deformed. Perhaps the rainforest could
someday recover, spread over the poisoned wastelands, and heal Bahay. It would
take decades, maybe centuries. Jon hoped that if he returned to Bahay as an old
man, he would find the rainforest covering the land again, and he would find
healthy, happy Bahayans working in rice paddies and mango groves, not
slithering as mutants across a blackened land.


A
pipe dream? Maybe. But Jon had fought hard in this war, then fought hard
against this war. He killed Bahayans who were merely defending their homes. He
killed his colonel so he could send a message to Earth. He betrayed his fellow
soldiers, leaking information that could harm them. The guilt was like the
weight of a world. Jon's soul shattered beneath it. So he had to believe. That
Bahay could recover. That this was all worth something.


Hope
is a funny thing, he thought. Hope is like a candle. No
matter how dark the shadows, no matter how long the way, a single candle can
shine brightly enough to guide you.


He
flew over the rainforest. The jungler's flight steadied. After all, it was
built for this—to glide over forest canopies like a surfboard on waves. The
leaves rustled below the hovercraft. Branches whipped from side to side. In its
natural environment, the jungler gained speed.


Warning
lights turned on. A voice spoke from the controls.


"Electric
charge at five percent. Please land vehicle and recharge."


Jon
slowed down and scanned the jungle canopy, seeking a place to land. The
rainforest was dense, hiding the ground. The jungler carried a barrel of
napalm, which the pilot could spray onto a forest, clear away a few trees, and
land on the smoking remains. It was there for emergency landings only. Jon
didn't want to use it. This land had suffered enough. He didn't need to destroy
any more trees.


A
river snaked through the jungle and twined around a sunny hill. The trees
seemed thinner on the hilltop, struggling to claim territory from the many
boulders. The setting sun gilded the western slope. Perhaps Jon could slip his
jungler between those thinner trees, find a sunny spot, and whip out his solar
panel. It seemed like his best bet.


I
can probably charge for an hour before sundown,
Jon thought. Then spend the night, charge for a few hours tomorrow morning,
and fly again. I can be in Mindao within two days.


It
seemed an agonizingly long time. He wanted to hold Maria in his arms now. To
take her home to Earth now.


How
long has it been since I saw you, Maria? Seven months? Eight?


He
missed her so badly he ached. He would just have to wait two more days.


He
took a deep breath. His plan was a good one. The Luminous Army was sweeping
across the land, but moving hundreds of thousands of troops was slow business.
Even with a charging break on the hill, Jon could reach Mindao before the
enemy.


Probably.


Then
I just have to find Maria, rescue her, and catch the last shuttle off this
planet. Easy. He took a shaky breath. Piece of cake,
really. What could go wro—


Something
pinged into his undercarriage.


The
jungler jerked.


Another
ping. Another.


Bullets.


Fire
flickered across the dashboard.


Another
bullet flew, and the jungler's canopy shattered. Shards of glass slammed into
Jon's battlesuit.


He
screamed. More bullets pounded the jungler, and the engine spurted fire. Jon
tried to stay aloft, but he was tilting downward, moving too fast.


He
was seconds from crashing.


And
junglers didn't come with eject buttons.


Jon
leaped from the shattered cockpit.


An
instant later, the jungler plowed through trees and burst into flames.


Jon
flew through the air, then crashed into the forest canopy.


He
plowed through a few thin branches, shattering them. A wooden shard hit his
chest, denting the armored plate. Jon screamed. He careened off a mossy bough,
flipped upside down, and kept falling. His head spun and pain pounded through
him. He crashed through more branches, snapping them, and ripped through vines.


He
reached out blindly, caught a vine, and clung on.


Finally
he stopped falling.


He
hung from a tree, groaning, the pain blinding him. He grabbed a branch, and for
a moment, he just hung there. A vine in one hand. A branch in the other. Afraid
to even take a deep breath, fearing the pain of broken ribs, fearing he'd lose
his grip and fall again.


Everything
hurt. He had been wounded in battle only days ago, taking a bullet to the
shoulder. The medics had sprayed him with a stem cell cocktail, then secured
his wounds with InstaStitch strips. They were marketed as a miracle treatment
that could change warfare forever. But his injuries still ached. And now his
body was discovering a host of new pains. He risked a breath, winced. He
thought a rib might be cracked.


He
looked down.


The
tree was growing from the river, its roots twisting above the water like a
mangrove.


He
could climb down. Or maybe climb just a bit lower, then jump into the water.
But who had fired at him? Was his enemy down there, watching?


Jon
grabbed another branch, released the vine, tried to pull himself into cover,
and—


A
bullet hit the tree only inches away.


Wooden
chips flew.


Another
bullet slammed into Jon's side.


The
battlesuit absorbed the blow, but he was falling again.


He
tumbled and could find no vines to grab.


He
crashed into the water, banged against a hidden rock, and howled. His
battlesuit cracked, an armored plate tore free, and blood filled the water.


Men
shouted in Tagalog.


They
came running toward him. A dozen or more. They wore tattered tunics and straw
hats, and they held rifles. They had the hard, rawboned look of killers.


Kalayaan,
Jon realized.


His
assault rifle was still in the jungler. He had thrown it in the back seat,
along with his battle rations and med-kit. Both jungler and rifle were probably
just a molten pile of metal right now.


Another
genius move from super-soldier Jon Taylor, he thought.
No, I was not meant for jungle warfare. But I'm here now. And I must survive.


That
only left Jon's knife.


He
didn't see the point of drawing it. Unless he wanted a bullet to the head.


"Whoa,
whoa, I don't want trouble!" Jon said.


He
tried to raise his arms, then winced. His left arm hurt like hell. Maybe it was
dislocated.


The
guerrillas ran closer. They jabbed his battlesuit with bayonets. One blade
slipped between armored plates and cut Jon's side. He groaned and stepped back.


"The
war is over!" Jon said. "I'm no longer your enemy. The war is over!
We're—"


One
guerrilla, a man in a blue tunic, swung his rifle.


The
stock hit Jon in the head. His helmet's visor shattered. He fell into the
water.


His
head spun. It hurt so much he almost passed out.


He
wanted to go home.


He
wanted to be with Maria.


He
wanted his mother.


He
wanted to curl up and beg.


Focus,
soldier! The voice spoke deep within him. Stay strong! Now
is not the time to fall apart.


He
managed to rise to his knees, and he drew his knife.


The
Kennys cursed and jabbed him with bayonets again. Jon screamed as the blades
dug through his armor.


Laughter
sounded. A deep cackle. A man stood above Jon, holding a rifle with a long
wooden stock. Jon blinked, trying to bring his eyes into focus. He could just
make out a broad straw hat, a blue tunic. It was the man who had struck him
down.


"Well,
God has blessed me today!" the man said. "Look who he sent me from
the sky."


Jon
froze.


He
knew that voice.


He
blinked, and the man came into focus. An angular face, twisted into a
cadaverous smirk. One mocking eye, the other white with cataracts. A scar
across the cheek.


"Ernesto,"
Jon whispered.


"Hello
again, Jon Taylor." He pulled off his hat, revealing a metal plate bolted
into the skull. "The man who shot my head."


"Ernesto,
the war is—"


Ernesto
swung his rifle.


The
butt slammed into Jon's cracked helmet, and everything went dark, and he fell
and fell into a bottomless pit.







 
 
Chapter Nine

A Look Behind





"Hey, gorilla!"


"Hey,
fatty!"


"Ogre!"


"Troll!"


The
kids surrounded him. Kids? Demons. Little demons from hell, risen to torment
him.


"Let
me go!" George roared.


The
kids scattered, laughing.


"The
beast squeals like a pig."


"Poke
him again!"


"Get
some rocks. Let's toss them at him."


George
knelt, cowering, covering his head with his arms. He was ten years old and
already six feet tall, even taller than his dad. And he just kept growing.


He
trembled as the smaller kids laughed around him.


"I
was just walking home from school," George said. "Please, I just want
to go home."


The
kids laughed harder. They began imitating him.


George
had taken a shortcut through the maple grove today. He had always feared this part
of the walk home from school. In his mind, it was a vast forest. A jungle on an
alien planet. A place full of monsters. Some kids said there was a hut in this
forest, and an old man lived inside. If you made too much noise, he would grab
you, cage you, and keep you for years as a pet.


Every
day, as George walked home from school, he would take the long route, walking
along Miller Road past the old android repair shop. He would dare not take this
shortcut among the maple trees. The old man haunted him. Who needed a shortcut
anyway? What was an extra ten minutes of walking? Better than ending up in a
cage.


Until
they dared him.


Outside
the school, the other kids had taunted him. Called him a chicken. Told him to
take the shortcut through the trees, to be a man.


So
George had mustered his courage—what little he had. He had entered the grove.
But instead of finding a rotting cabin with an old pedophile inside, he found
the same kids who had dared him.


They
had come to torment him.


A
trap. He was a bison, flushed from the grass, stumbling unwittingly into a pack
of wolves.


A
stone flew. It hit George. He whimpered.


A
child poked him with a stick.


George
cried.


He
tried to run. But the kids ran after him, laughing, kicking him. The wolf pack
was on the hunt. One boy leaped onto George's back, tore his backpack open.
Books spilled across the ground, but George kept fleeing, lumbering forward,
limping.


He
was not used to being so tall. So heavy. He had been growing so much this year.
He tripped over himself and went sprawling.


The
kids laughed. They began kicking him, tugging his hair, tossing dirt onto him.


"Ogre!"


"Troll!"


"Freak!"


George
roared, shoved himself up, and kept running. He ran until he reached the end of
the grove, tears flowing, knees skinned.


Home
was still three blocks away. He walked slowly, head lowered, covered in mud and
dry leaves. Lindenville was a beautiful town, a haven of tree-lined streets,
jack-o-lanterns on porches, and winking garden gnomes. An all-American suburb,
designed as part of the Romantic Revival movement following the Alien Wars.
Back then, architects, artists, and musicians attempted to recapture the beauty
of Earth from centuries past—before the wars had ruined the world. Lindenville
was a twenty-third century town, but it looked like something from the early
twenty-first century, the age of innocence before humanity discovered the
horrors of space.


The
Alien Wars perhaps were over. But not the wars of men. Twelve years ago, before
George had been born, the exploratory fleets of Earth had discovered a new
planet.


A
planet many light-years away.


A
planet with a lost civilization of humans. Settlers who had flown there on
alien starships back in the nineteenth century. Three hundred years ago.


That
exploratory fleet had quickly become a colonial fleet. And then a battle fleet.


As
George walked, he saw signs of the war everywhere. Stars hung in windows. Most
were golden stars. A house with a golden star had sent a soldier to fight on
Bahay. Some houses showed purple stars. These houses had gotten their soldiers
back in coffins.


What
will happen when I'm old enough, and they send me to fight?
George thought. I can't even face kids in the park. How will I fight enemy
soldiers?


In
his dreams, George was a great hero. He fought on Bahay and slew many enemies,
and Torien, the prettiest girl in class, fell in love with him. But in those
dreams, he could also defeat the schoolyard bullies. So what did dreams know?


He
made his way home, paused outside.


He
stared at his house, hesitating.


17
Abasi Street. It was smaller than most houses in Lindenville. Not much larger
than a trailer. But that was not why George hesitated.


He
wanted to turn away. To run across town. To visit Jon Taylor across the train
tracks. He and Jon would listen to old records together, and then Paul would
show up, and they would play Dungeons and Dragons, and George could
forget about his house. Even forget about his size for a few hours.


Hell,
George Williams wished he could be a full time Taylor. Could live in a house
where everybody loved one another.


But
he was not. He was a Williams, and that meant being a loser.


He
entered the house.


His
father sat on the couch, watching a baseball game. He held a can of beer, and
several empty cans lay around him. Mother wasn't home. She was almost never
home. Not with her two jobs.


Father
was muttering something at the television, cursing a player. The grizzled
veteran noticed George, frowned, and rose from his seat.


"George?"
He stepped closer. "What the hell happened to you, boy?"


George
tried to make his way past the old man. He wanted to escape to his room. To
close the door. To listen to his music, or draw D&D characters, or read his
Dragonlance books again.


But
Father grabbed him.


"Look
at me, boy!" The man scrutinized him. "Covered with leaves. With
dirt. Got a black eye. Tears on your cheeks. You got into another fight, didn't
you?"


George
looked away. "Dad, I'm fine. Is Mom—"


"Your
mother's not here. You can't hide behind her skirt. Talk to me! Did you win the
fight?"


George
looked at his feet. A tear fell. "I want to go to my room."


Father
snorted and shook his head. "You disgust me. Look you. Look at you!"
Father shoved him. "You're ten years old, and you're goddamn taller than
me. A freak. Your mother must have fucked a gorilla. So big and you lose every
fight. Kids barely bigger than your shits beat you up. Pathetic."


George
began to cry. His father laughed.


"A
giant crying like a baby! Go on, then! Go cry in your room, baby." He
hurled an empty beer can at George. "Go cry, you pussy! Your little
sister's got more balls than you."


George
raced to his room, slammed his door shut, and fell onto his bed. A bed too
small for him. He clutched his stuffed animals and cried.


And
he kept growing.


Every
day he was taller.


At
eleven he had to duck under doorframes.


At
twelve he couldn't fit into the family car.


Not
even a teenager yet. And he was six foot eight, and he weighed three hundred
pounds, and he kept on growing. Bigger and bigger, inching toward seven feet,
before they caught the tumor in his brain. The one pushing on his pituitary
gland.


George
hadn't even known he had glands in his brain. Or anywhere in his body.
Or what a gland even was, let alone a pituitary one. But apparently, it was
inside his skull, right next to Mister Timmy the Tumor. And Timmy the Tumor was
making Glen the Gland go batshit crazy, flooding him with growth hormones. At
least, that's how George explained it to his little sister.


"Ogre!"


"Freak!"


The
kids kept laughing. The bigger he grew, the meaner they got.


But
Jon Taylor was there.


At
first, when he was younger, George would visit Jon only once a week. But then
George got older, could ride his bike farther. And he began spending every
afternoon at the Taylors' residence. Then he began to sleep over on weekends.


Jon
Taylor became like a brother. They spent hours in the basement, drowning in
their hobbies. The two friends shared symphonic metal records from centuries
ago, obsessing over bands like Nightwish, Epica, and Within Temptation. It was
a niche obsession nobody else in town understood. A musical genre that only a
few hundred people in the world remembered. Jon composed songs, inspired by
those old gods of music, while George drew his D&D warriors and elven
princesses.


Jon
was there when George kept growing.


And
he was there when George lay on the hospital bed, dying from growing. Too big
to live.


George
didn't remember much of those days in the hospital. He remembered the doctor
with the white hair and Indian accent. He remembered seeing the surgical tools
on a tray.


He
was awake during the brain operation. They sawed his skull open. They exposed
his brain like fruit in a bowl. And they took out that little tumor that made
him grow so big.


Just
a little thing. The size of a bean. And this bean had sprouted a giant.


George
stayed in the hospital for a week. And Jon stayed by his side.


"A
sleepover," Jon called it. And they played D&D and video games, told
bad jokes, listened to old metal records, and all fear fled the hospital.


The
two boys walked down the street under the maples, and red leaves glided around
them. One scrawny kid with black hair. One kid a giant, his red hair shaved, a
scar across his skull.


You
were always there for me, Jon. When I needed you most, you were there. So I'll be
there for you.


He
was eighteen, and he stood at the recruitment office.


"Yes,
sir! George Williams, that's me. I'd like to enlist, sir."


The
man frowned at him—a harried looking fellow with a five o'clock shadow, one
arm, and heavy black eyebrows. He checked his monitor, stared back at George.


"Says
here you were disqualified from service. Medical history."


George
raised his chin. "Yes, sir! I had a brain tumor when I was a kid. Got it
out long ago, and I'm healthy as a mule."


"You
weigh three hundred pounds, soldier."


"Three
hundred and twenty-seven, and that's not much considering my height, sir."


The
recruitment officer leaned back in his seat. "Why do you want to join the
army, kid? Don't you know there's a war on? You really want to go there and fight?"
A sigh rolled through him. "I got two sons your age. Both are on Bahay.
Bit of advice, kid. You got lucky. You got an out. Stay on Earth and count your
blessings."


George
tightened his lips, struggling to keep his eyes dry.


"It's
my friend, sir. Jon Taylor. My best friend. He got drafted. He didn't ask for
it, but he got a draft notice. And they're gonna ship him off to Bahay. His
brother died there, sir. His name was Corporal Paul Taylor, and he died in
action. And now Jon is going there, and well, sir, Jon has always been there
for me. When they cut the tumor out he was there in the hospital. Every day and
night. Slept by my bed. So I have to be there for him. If he's going to Bahay,
so am I, sir. So you have to let me join. Because if I have to walk to Bahay,
I'll figure out how to walk across space, because—"


"Son,
son!" The officer raised his hands. "Calm down there, son, I stamped
your approval halfway through your speech." He nodded, lips tight, and
George could swear the man's eyes were a little damp. "God bless you for
being here, George Williams. We need soldiers like you."


George
nodded and saluted. "Thank you, sir. Just, um, sir? Don't tell Jon Taylor
that I was here. I'll tell him I was drafted too. So he doesn't feel bad. Not
that I think you'll see him, but … it's a small world, and sometimes paths
can cross, and if you do happen to cross paths with him, then—"


"Son,
I got it." The man nodded and winked. "Not a word."


And
so George and Jon joined the army.


And
so George and Jon flew to war.


And
so George and Jon stole junglers and flew over enemy territory on goddamn
suicide missions.


This
time, not exactly together.


This
time, Jon had gone first, and George was racing to catch up.


Damn
that Jon. Damn his best friend's ass to hell.







 
 
Chapter Ten

Maria's Hope





"The Red Cardinal is
coming," Maria said. "And he will smite this city like Sodom and
Gomorrah."


"What?"
Charlie snorted and waved derisively. "Nini, the Red Cardinal has
ruled Bahay for three hundred years. He never hurt us before the war. He won't
hurt us now."


Maria
rose to her feet, placed her hands on her hips, and glared. "He did not
rule us for three hundred years! He ruled our parents. Our grandparents. Our
ancestors going back to the first colonists from the Philippines. But not us.
Ever since I was born, Earthlings ruled this city. We are katulongs.
Allies of Earthlings. When the Red Cardinal reaches Mindao, he will kill us
all."


They
sat in Bottoms Up, the most popular bar in Mindao. It was larger, cleaner, and
richer than the Go Go Cowgirl, though just as sleazy. On normal days, it
bustled with Earthling soldiers, dancing bargirls, wrestling dwarfs, lady
boxers, drug dealers, and pimps. Today it was oddly quiet. Only a handful of
Earthlings had come, and they sat in the corner, nursing beers, talking in low
voices. The bargirls were not dancing on stage, not flirting with the patrons,
but sitting at the table with Maria. The unanos were smoking in the back
alley, still wearing their wrestling outfits. A stray dog growled at the door.


"But
Nini." Charlie rolled her eyes. "I don't understand. The Red
Cardinal has been fighting the Earthlings for twenty years. Not us! Why would
he bomb Mindao?"


"Because
Mindao helped Earth," Maria said. "We helped Earth! You, me,
the rest of us bargirls. We danced for Earthling soldiers. We flirted with
them, sang for them, slept with them. Thousands of other Bahayans here helped
Earth forces. They worked as nurses in the military hospital, helping Earthling
doctors. They worked in military factories, fixing planes and tanks for Earth's
army. They worked as gardeners, waiters, and washer women in Little Earth. Some
Bahayans even formed militias and fought alongside the Human Defense
Force."


Charlie
brushed back strands of her hair, raised her chin, and refused to concede
defeat. "Yes, but, well, that's only a few thousand people, right? And
there are what, billions of people who live in Mindao?"


"Millions,"
Maria said.


"Millions,
billions, whatever." Charlie waved dismissively. "Still a lot of
innocent people, right? Maybe we bargirls aren't so innocent, but the rest of
the city—"


"The
Red Cardinal won't care!" Maria rose to her feet so fast she almost knocked
her seat over backwards. "Mindao was the capital of Earth's colonial
force. To him, we're all traitors. And if the cardinal doesn't just bomb the
city to dust, his troops will sweep through the streets. They'll seek out
anyone accused of collaborating with Earth. That means thousands of people,
their families—and us bargirls!"


Charlie
winced. "Our families?"


The
other bargirls glanced at one another. They clasped hands. Most of them had
children. A few even had children here at the bar. Kim, a young bargirl, was
holding her baby right now. The child was half Earthling. He was a child of
rape, but that would not protect him. Kim held the baby tighter.


"Yes,"
Maria said softly. "There are thousands of mestizo babies in
Mindao. Half Earthling, half Bahayan. Do you really think the Red Cardinal will
spare them?" She placed a hand on her belly. "And I carry one inside
me."


She
was eight months pregnant. A month from now, she would give birth, like it or
not. Her baby would be born into a new world. A world without Earthling
soldiers. A world the Red Cardinal ruled. A world where mestizos would
be outcast at best, hunted at worst.


Charlie
shuddered. "Okay, I'm convinced. How do we get out of here?"


Maria
looked across the dingy bar. The fluorescent lights flickered on the ceiling. A
fly flew into a buzzing trap. A lone Earthling sat at the bar, raising a beer
for lost friends, then weeping. Maria thought back to another bar, one just
down the street. The Go Go Cowgirl. The place she had met the love of her life.


"Jon
will come for me," she said. "My husband."


The
bargirls all groaned.


"Oh,
good for you!" Charlie said. "You have a nice Earthling husband, but
what are we to do?"


"Yeah,
what about us?" Joyce said.


Kim
snorted. "Oh, don't listen to Maria. Her husband is not coming back.
Mister Jon has been away since he put that mestizo baby inside her. He
probably already flew back to Earth without her. Probably married a nice
Earthling wife too, not just a whore like—"


Fury
exploded through Maria. She roared and lunged at Kim. The bargirl gasped and
raised her arms.


"Hey,
get off me!"


But
Maria grabbed her, shook her, her lips peeled back. "Don't you dare say
that! Jon would never abandon me! He promised to come back for me. To take me
with him to Earth." Tears rolled down her cheeks, and her lips trembled.
"We're going to live together in a little house among trees. He promised
me." She sank back into her chair. "He promised, and I know he's coming
for me."


Kim
grumbled something under her breath about a "crazy bitch with fairytale
dreams."


Charlie
rose to her feet. With her high heels, miniskirt, and fishnet stockings, she
struck an impressive figure. "Okay, so we just have to finally find
husbands, yes? Earthling husbands. Husbands who can get us visas to Earth. No
problem!" She hitched up her bra, adjusting her breasts. "I still got
it, right girls?"


Kim
snorted. "Oh yes, teenage Earthling soldiers love women in their
thirties with four kids."


Charlie
glowered and jabbed her finger into Kim's chest. "For your information,
baby girl, I'm in my twenties." She looked around the table. "Stop
laughing, all of you! Fine, fine, so I'm thirty-four, old enough to be your
mom. But I still got a nicer puwit than all of you. And I'm not going
for some teenage grunt." She flipped her hair. "I'm going to bag me a
general."


A
few of the girls laughed. But Maria hugged her friend. "I believe you
will, Charlie. You're the most beautiful woman on Bahay. Hell, the most
beautiful woman in the galaxy, probably. Every man would love to have
you."


Charlie
hugged her back. "Hey, Mister Jon wouldn't happen to be a Mormon, would
he? Maybe he can marry me too."


Maria
laughed. "Sorry, but I'm not sharing him."


"Hey,
you can have him most of the time!" Charlie said. "I'll only use him
when you're asleep."


They
laughed together like in the old days, embracing. But then Charlie suddenly pulled
away, lowered her eyes, and sat down.


Maria
sat down too, and a chill ran through her. Yes, there was still distance
between them. It had been like this for a while. Since Maria had made her
choice. Since Pippi had died. Perhaps Maria's relationship with the other girls
would never heal. Perhaps Charlie would never again be her friend.


Leaving
the girls, Maria stepped outside onto the sunlit street. She gazed at the city.


Electric
cables buzzed above, great bundles of them, hundreds of cables tangled
together, sagging across the street. Rickshaws, jeepneys, and mopeds raced back
and forth across the Blue Boulevard. Bars lined the street, full of bored
bargirls with no clients to serve. In the daylight, their neon signs could not
hide the moldy concrete and rotting plywood walls.


The
Blue Boulevard. A place of pimps and prostitutes and endless drugs. The place
where Maria had washed up a year ago, a hungry orphan willing to do anything to
survive, even sleep with Earthling soldiers. 


But
now the street was different.


The
war was ending. The Earthlings had lost. And day by day, unit by unit, they
were leaving.


Already,
so few Earthlings remained. The sun set, and the neon lights turned on, washing
the street with brilliant colors, hiding the decay and despair. Normally ten
thousand Earthlings filled the Blue Boulevard at this time, battle-scarred,
haunted, seeking booze to fog their minds, a girl to hold them all night, to
make the pain go away. But only a couple hundred Earthlings, maybe fewer,
showed up tonight. Not enough to drink all the beer, to hire all the bargirls,
to fork over enough money to feed the hungry children who waited in alleyways.


So
much of Mindao depends on Earth money, Maria thought. Now
it's leaving. Now the thousands of Bahayans who serviced Earth will starve.
Including thousands of bargirls. At least if the Red Cardinal doesn't kill us
first.


A
rumble roared across the sky. Maria looked up. A shuttlecraft was taking off—probably
from Marco Emery Spaceport across the city. It rose higher and higher, finally
vanishing beyond the sky, carrying more Earthlings off Bahay. Maria had been
watching the shuttles rise all week.


She
moved down the street, approaching groups of Earthlings, seeking Jon.


"Hey,
baby!" one Earthling said, a freckled man with crooked teeth. "How
much for a poke?"


His
friend rolled his eyes. "She's pregnant, dumbass. She looks like she's
gonna pop that slit baby any moment."


The
first Earthling bristled. "So? I ain't picky."


"Do
you know Sergeant Jon Taylor?" Maria said. "At least, I think he's a
sergeant now."


She
had seen him on TV, suspected of leaking General Ward's confession. The
broadcaster had called him a sergeant.


The
freckled soldier winked. "Yeah, baby, I'm Sergeant Jon Taylor. Come into
the alley, and I'll prove it."


Maria
moved on, approached another group of soldiers.


"Do
you know Sergeant Jon Taylor?"


They
shook their heads. She approached another group, asked again. But nobody had
heard of Jon.


"Did
he put that brat in your belly?" somebody asked.


"Probably
dead," whispered another soldier, face pale. "So many of us died . .
. So many …"


"Get
lost, slit-slut! The man what knocked you up is probably on Earth now."


She
moved from soldier to soldier, finding only scorn.


Finally
Maria walked to the Go Go Cowgirl, and she sat on the curb outside. She watched
the city live its life. The pimps reaching out to soldiers, grins flashing. The
urchins begging. The mopeds rushing back and forth. So few soldiers left.


"This
is where we met," Maria whispered. "I'm still waiting for you,
Jon."


Another
shuttle roared, heading into space. Another unit of soldiers leaving this world.


A
couple of dwarfs in wrestling outfits stepped outside the Go Go Cowgirl. The
unanos were a fixture of the Blue Boulevard, a tradition going back
centuries. Maria always pitied the little boxers, feeling they were exploited,
mocked for their size. But they made money wrestling. Without this job,
demeaning as it was, they would starve.


One
of the unanos approached her, the only female in the group. She wore a
black bodysuit, and in the club, they called her the Black Lotus. She was a
young woman with shimmering black hair and inquisitive eyes, always smiling
even through the hardship. She stood just under four feet tall in heels. The
other unanos suffered from various maladies: twisted backs, stunted
limbs, bent legs, as if their bodies could not decide how to arrange themselves
around skeletons so small, and they often complained of bone and joint pain.
Yet Black Lotus had a graceful, proportionate body, dexterous if not
particularly strong, and she often won the wrestling matches against the men.


"Ah,
it's dead tonight," the unano said. "Can't make a
living anymore. Not with all our best customers flying back to Earth."


Black
Lotus spat, pulled out a pack of cigarettes, and offered Maria one.


Maria
shook her head. "You can't smoke when pregnant."


The
little wrestler snorted. "Ah, my mother smoked when she was pregnant, and
I turned out fine."


Maria
looked at her. The wrestler winked. Maria laughed.


With
a sigh, Maria looked back at the street, waiting for Jon to return.








 
 
Chapter Eleven

Darkness






The pain woke him up.


The
pain flowed over him.


The
pain was all that was real. Everything else was a haze.


He
had been unconscious. He did not know for how long. He blinked, then groaned.


Pain.


Goddamn
pain everywhere.


He
was hanging from his wrists, he realized. His arms were stretched overhead,
nearly popping, bound to the ceiling. His toes just grazed the floor. His
battlesuit was gone. He wore only his boxer shorts.


He
could barely remember himself.


Jon.
My name is Jon.


He
thought so, at least. He wasn't sure.


He
took short, painful breaths. Each one was like shrapnel in his chest. He blinked
and looked around.


He
was in a bamboo hut. He could make out the jungle between the bamboo poles.


He
tried to look up. To see how securely his arms were bound. Maybe he could—


Darkness
rolled over him.







* * * * *








He
woke up to a man beating him.


He
screamed.


A
fist pounded into Jon's shattered chest.


He
couldn't breathe. He couldn't even scream.


"Wake
up! Look at me, pute. Look me in the eyes."


Another
punch. Jon gasped, coughed up blood. Another fist, this one to his stomach. His
tears flowed. He coughed, gasped for air, choked on blood. He was still hanging
from his wrists, his toes just grazing the floor. The pain flowed everywhere,
from those toes to his fingertips.


"Look
at me! Look me in the eyes." A firm hand grabbed his hair, tugged his head
back. "Do you see who I am?"


Jon
coughed, blood and tears and mucus running down his face. He gulped air like a
fish on land. His left eye was swollen shut. He blinked his right eye, trying
to bring his assailant into focus.


He
saw an angular, scarred face. Ernesto.


"Yes,
you recognize me." Ernesto tapped the steel plate on his head and laughed.
"You did this. You shot my skull open. You drove me insane. For that …
you must suffer."


He
kicked Jon, a terrifying kick to the ribs. Jon screamed, a torn sound.


"You
stole the woman I love."


Another
fist, this one into Jon's jaw.


"You
destroyed my beautiful world."


A
punch to the side. And Jon saw stars. He wept.


Ernesto
left the hut, locking the door behind him.


Jon
hung from the ceiling. His consciousness fled. Darkness fell again.







 
 
Chapter Twelve

Strange Dreams





George Williams barely
fit into the jungler's cockpit. He felt like a tipsy dad sitting in a bumper
car, ruining his son's birthday. But he kept flying, hunched over, the joystick
between his knees.


"Damn
you, Jon," he muttered. "Damn you to hell. You are the worst soldier
ever. Running off again like that? Forcing me to come save your ass? I'm going
to save you just to kill you!"


It
was bad enough George was flying over enemy territory.


He
was going AWOL too.


And,
as the cherry on top, George was probably missing his last shuttle off this
rock.


He
really would kill Jon. Right after he saved his life.


George
sighed as he flew, the jungle canopy streaming below his hovercraft. It had
been like this since they met at age four. Jon had always been the curious one.
Always following some flight of fancy. Even as a kid, Jon kept getting into
trouble. He would hike through the woods, pretending to be some questing
knight, only to get lost. He would sneak into Old Bagshaw's farm, climb his
little hill, and gaze upon the stars, only to flee when Farmer Bagshaw chased
him off with a pitchfork. He would sneak into heavy metal concerts where no
kids were allowed, only to run afoul of security, to get tossed out after the
first song.


Jon
would always drag George with him on those adventures. And they would both end
up in trouble.


George
had always been different. The voice of reason in their friendship. Always the
slow, cautious one. Always scared. Scared of every cave Jon wanted to explore.
Scared of every ant while Jon enjoyed lying on the ground, watching the bugs
walk by. Scared of bullies at school. The same bullies Jon would talk back to—often
earning them both a beating.


"We're
different," George said. "But you've always looked after me, and I've
always looked after you. Even when you're an idiot, which you are."


Even
now, even here on Bahay, it was the same.


Jon
was flying south, chasing a girl. Chasing trouble again. But this time, Jon
would run across worse than security guards or bullies. This was war. Jon would
never make it to the southern hemisphere alive. Not alone, in any case.


And
goddammit, George was going to save his friend again. If George had to charge
into an enemy army for Jon, he would.


He
hoped he didn't have to.


He
really hoped he didn't have to.


"Please,
God," he prayed, "don't let me charge into an enemy army."


But
if he had to—he would. For his friend. And hey, he could always spend the
afterlife telling Jon: "I told you so."


Jon
had a good head start. In the chaos of evacuation, George had managed to steal
a jungler easily enough. But not before losing his nerve a few times, hiding
behind some trees, walking toward the evacuation shuttles, then going back to
the junglers, hesitating, hiding again, and finally summoning the courage. Only
to remember he forgot an extra energy cube, fly back, and start over. Well, now
he was finally flying in pursuit, and Jon was already beyond the horizon.


George
suspected that, with his weight, his jungler was probably flying slower too.


Though
he could not see Jon, George was able to follow him easily enough. The junglers
were hovercraft, designed to skim over the jungle canopy, allowing for quick
transportation around Bahay—at least the parts that were still green. They left
a trail of flattened, disturbed canopy everywhere they hovered.


"As
clear as a turtle's ass across the sand," George muttered, following the
path of bent branches.


He
followed the trail for a while. But after crossing a river, the trail vanished.


George
frowned.


He
slowed down. But the trail was lost. He was forced to make a U-turn.


Had
Jon begun flying along the river, skimming the water and leaving no trail? Or
had he crashed?


George
circled the area again, squinting, trying to find the trail.


There.


His
heart froze.


A
hole in the foliage.


"A
crash," he whispered.


Panic
leaped inside him like lava in a volcano.


He
gritted his teeth. Stay calm, Georgie boy. Stay calm. Maybe he just needed a
place to land. Maybe he's fine, and—


He
glimpsed mangled wreckage below.


"Oh
God," he whispered.


He
circled the hole in the foliage, slowing to a hover. The jungler kept blasting
air to stay elevated, bending the trees and branches below. It was low on
power. George would need to swap the battery soon if he wanted the jungler to
keep afloat. But right now, he barely spared that a thought.


He
opened the bubble canopy and leaned out the cockpit.


He
gulped. It was a long way down. And there was no place to land. Not unless he
wanted his jungler to shatter against the branches and become another mangled
wreck.


George
checked the battery again. Down to one bar.


Goddammit.


"Stay
afloat a while longer," George pleaded. "I don't have time to change
you now."


Leaving
the jungler running, he unfurled his rope ladder. All junglers came with rope
ladders, exactly for situations like these. George didn't like heights very
much. In fact, they terrified him. But Jon needed him. Fear was irrelevant.


George
climbed down slowly. Rung by rung. It was still a long way down.


"The
trees are goddamn skyscrapers on Bahay," he muttered.


And
they were not innocent Earth trees either. These were mean, hungry Bahay trees.
Right now, George was climbing between bibigpunos. Some of the
Earthlings, struggling with the local tongue, called these trees fangwoods.
Each one of their leaves, and there were millions, was like a Venus fly trap.
The hungry little bastards kept chomping on George. They couldn't get through
his battlesuit, but whenever they caught a free finger or wrist, boy, they
feasted. Soon George's hands were bleeding from a hundred pinprick bites.


Finally,
after what seemed like hours, the rope ladder ran out.


And
the ground was still far away. Wonderful.


George
wanted to climb back up. To find a place to land his jungler, maybe a distance
away, then hike back. But he looked down, and he saw it there. The mangled
wreckage of Jon's jungler.


His
friend might be in there. Still alive.


George
took a deep breath, swung on the rope ladder, and caught a branch. He began climbing
down the tree like the world's biggest, fattest, clumsiest orangutan. The
leaves kept snapping at him, the little green bastards.


He
jumped the last couple of feet, thumped onto the forest floor, and turned toward
the crashed jungler.


It
was a mess. Worse than he had thought. It lay among the trees like some molten
metal slug, still smoldering.


"Jon,"
George whispered.





* * * * *






George
hurried toward the mangled jungler. There was no way Jon could have survived
this crash. But George checked nonetheless, sure he would find a charred corpse
in the wreckage.


If
he did, would he have the strength to pull it out? Whatever remained—severed
limbs, burnt flesh, bits here and there? Would he have the stomach to lift
them, to bury them? George had cleaned up pieces of bodies after the battle of
Camp Apollo. But not Jon's body. Not his best friend. Just thinking about it
brought tears to his eyes.


But
George saw no body.


He
frowned and rubbed his eyes.


He
checked again. The twisted, shattered cockpit was empty.


He
stepped closer, peered inside, seeking any remains. Nothing. A few droplets of
blood, that was all.


"You
survived! You survived, Jon!" George laughed and danced around.
"Where are you, you son of a bitch, I'm going to—"


That's
when he noticed the bullet holes.


They
perforated the jungler.


George
froze and fumbled for his rifle. With his massive, clumsy hands, he finally
managed to load a magazine.


He
scanned the trees, seeking an enemy. This was Kenny country. And the Kennys
were experts at camouflage. Many wore suits of leaves and grass, impossible to
see among the trees. Well, if they were there now, they weren't shooting.


George
slid his helmet's visor shut. Just in case.


He
took a step away from the mangled wreckage, gun in hand. His heart pounded, and
his pulse raced in his ears.


He
stared at the forest floor. He saw a broken branch.


Wait,
did I step on this branch?


He
didn't think so.


George
took another step. He stared at the moss coating a tree. The moss seemed
disturbed. Smudged. Had somebody rubbed against the tree?


George
hated his dad. The bastard had spent years bullying George, just as brutal as
the kids at school. George was too soft, the old man claimed. Interested in
music and painting like some pansy.


I'll
make a man out of you!


The
words echoed in George's mind. That forced camping trip. That week trying to
bond with the old man, coming home more alienated than ever.


But
at least George had picked up some rudimentary tracking skills. Yes, somebody
had walked here. Somebody had disturbed that moss. Somebody had snapped that
branch. And George didn't think it was Jon. There was blood in the cockpit. But
no blood on the forest floor. No blood on the tree.


The
Kennys walked here, George thought. They came up to
examine the jungler. Did they take Jon's body?


Or
maybe … maybe Jon had ejected before the crash. Or had been tossed out the
cockpit. Had fallen somewhere else in the forest. Still alive.


George
kept walking, and he came across a footprint. An actual footprint! Right there
in the mud! And that was no military boot. It looked more like a sandal.


The
Kalayaan.


George's
throat clenched, almost constricting him. His hands shook around his rifle.


Goddamn
you, Jon! The war is ending. We were going back home. Now I'm here in Kenny country,
and every starship has probably left for Earth already. We're going to die here
because of you.


He
forced a deep breath.


Calm
down. Be nice and calm, Georgie. Find him. Survive. Survive!


He
walked through the forest, leaving the wreckage behind. The sun was setting. He
probably only had half an hour, maybe less, before this place would be pitch
black. By then, his jungler would likely be out of juice too.


I
have to find Jon before dark, he thought. He might
not survive the darkness without me.


He
wanted to cry out. To call his friend's name. But he dared not. He would
attract every Kenny in this forest.


He
kept walking, following the trail, as it became darker and darker. Shadows
loomed between the trees.


George
drew his flashlight. He wasn't some fancy officer with lights already installed
on his battlesuit. It was a good old flashlight for him. Holding the
flashlight, unfortunately, meant removing one hand from his assault rifle. And
he needed both hands to fire the weapon correctly. Thankfully, George had some
zip ties in his pocket.


Always
carry three things in the wilderness, son, his father had
told him. A flashlight, a med kit, and zip ties.


The
old bastard had taught him that on their disastrous camping trip. Frank
Williams had taken his big, awkward boy into the forest, hoping to turn him
into a man. George had spent most of the trip crying, trembling, and homesick.
Every animal frightened him, even the squirrels. Every hike left him winded and
wanting to die. Every hour had made his father hate him more. They returned
home after three days in the wild, and they had never done anything together
again.


But
one lesson had remained, at least. Carry zip ties. Using one now, George
secured the flashlight onto the barrel of his rifle.


Yes,
the zip ties and flashlight came in handy. George hoped he wouldn't need the
med kit.


His
boot snapped a twig. His other boot rustled leaves. At his size, it was impossible
to walk silently in the forest.


"Jon?"
he whispered. Then a little louder. "Jon!"


He
might as well. His boots were making more noise than his voice anyway.


"Jon,
you here?"


No
reply came, and George kept walking, sweeping his barrel from side to side,
casting his beam of light across the rainforest. The sun sank to the horizon.
Shadows cloaked the wilderness. Every fallen log, boulder, and fern seemed like
the beaten corpse of his friend.


George
glanced behind him. He couldn't see the jungler anymore. Nor could he hear its
rumbling.


He
took a few steps back, trying to recognize his surroundings, to remember the
way back. But with the darkness and fear, he lost all sense of direction. Not
that he had much to begin with.


Great,
he thought. I've been walking for only a few minutes, and I'm lost already.
Some hero I am. A regular Rambo.


The
last beams of sunlight vanished. 


Darkness
cloaked the jungle. Animals hooted and growled. The flashlight seemed as dim as
a single star in a storm.


George
froze in the darkness, shivering.


He
should return to his jungler before it crashed, land it somewhere safe, then
come back in the morning. Maybe bring back a search party.


Then
George snorted. What search party? Apollo Brigade was already flying to Earth!
The only other Earthlings were thousands of miles south. Nobody else could help
Jon now. So George would keep looking. Jon was alone here in the dark—somewhere.
George would not abandon him.


And
if we're doomed to die in the jungle, at least Jon won't die alone.


George
took another step. Sweat trickled down his back. His legs shook.


"It's
just a bit of darkness, George," he whispered to himself. "The dark
can't hurt you."


His
father used to mock him for that. As a child, George had been terrified of the
dark. The shadows under his bed, inside his closet, and the hallway were all
the lairs of monsters. Sometimes, George would wake up in the middle of the
night, and he'd have to pee, but he never dared face that shadowy hallway.


You
dumb coward! his father would say. Look at you.
Taller than me and still a pussy. Scared of the dark. Pathetic.


His
mother would frown. He's only ten, Frank.


But
his father would only snort. He sure don't look it. What kind of kid is
that? Looks more like goddamn Bigfoot.


The
memory stung. Even here in the jungle. George sniffed and his eyes stung.


I'm
not a coward! he thought. You always thought I was.
But I was just a kid. Just a kid … I'll show you. I can do this.


He
kept walking through the jungle, lips tight, footfalls more confident. He was
not that scared kid anymore. His father, his tumor, the bullies at school—none
of them had any more power over him. George might not be a great hero. He was
not a warrior like Sergeant Lizzy or Captain Carter. He was not smart like Jon
and Etty. But goddammit, he was loyal. And he would trudge to hell and back to
save his friend.


"Jon!"
George said, daring to speak louder now. He just hoped he didn't draw every
Kenny in the jungle. "Jon, are you there?"


Something
stirred ahead.


George
froze.


He
pointed his flashlight.


Something
scurried away, vanishing between the trees.


George's
heart burst into a gallop. His hands were so sweaty he almost dropped the
rifle.


He
stared into the darkness, seeing nothing, hearing only the rustling leaves and
the distant cry of a night bird.


"Jon?"
he whispered.


A
dreamtoad hopped from the darkness.





* * * * *






George
dared not move. Dared not even breathe.


The
toad regarded him, its skin mottled with blue, purple, and shimmering silver,
its eyes swirling gold. George had read about these creatures, native animals
of Bahay, but never seen one. The locals called them panaginip palaka.
Earthlings called them dreamtoads.


The
wild Bahayans in the jungles, those who lived in tribes and shunned
Christianity, collected the dreamtoads for use in worship. The toads' skin
excreted glimmering psychedelics. Handling a dreamtoad, the tribal elders
claimed, could open many paths of consciousness, luminous trails leading to
lands of light and shadow. Some paths led to many futures unfurling like
fractals. Other roads revealed the past. Some roads led to planes beyond human
understanding. George could see those paths spreading before him like beams of
many colors, while he stood inside a sunburst.


George
blinked.


Why
was he thinking these things? He had only read a few words about dreamtoads.
Something in a pamphlet they gave soldiers. Yet now he could see these paths.


And
he realized he was holding the dreamtoad. Staring into its eyes. Swirling eyes
like molten gold ready to be poured into endless patterns most beautiful. In
each eye shone worlds of light.


George
shouted and hurled the toad away.


It
landed on some dry leaves, gave a nonchalant ribbit, then hopped away.


The
paths of light and colors faded. The rainforest spread around George again, lit
only by his flashlight.


He
shuddered. Damn frog.


The
forest seemed unusually quiet. The air hung still, and not a leaf rustled.
George's footsteps seemed louder than ever. His pulse pounded in his ears,
every breath rattled through his throat, and every creak of his battlesuit was
like a snapping bone.


The
trees thickened at his sides. They formed two rows, trunks pressing closer and
closer together. They were like bars in a cage, and he could see only shadows
between them. Then the trees pressed together like logs in a cabin wall,
leaving only a single path for George to walk down.


He
took a hesitant step. Another. If this was the only road through the forest,
Jon must have come this way.


"Jon?"
he whispered.


He
licked his dry lips, took another step, and froze.


Light
shone ahead.


Thin
bands of light, forming an L shape.


George
took a step closer, frowning. What the hell?


It
was a door. A door ajar in the middle of the dark forest, and light shone from
beyond.


Something
flickered. A fluorescent lamp. A fly buzzed.


George
took a step back. He glanced around him, seeking an escape. But the walls of
trees blocked him in.


Old
walls. The beige paint stained with water damage, peeling at spots. A few
photos hung on the wall. Him and Kaelyn as babies, sitting in a wagon, staring
at the camera with sad eyes.


"No,"
George whispered. "No, this can't be."


But
he was there again. In his home. His house back on Earth.


He
looked down at his legs. He was wearing pajama pants.


A
dream, he thought. Just a dream.


And
he really had to pee. His teeth were practically floating.


He
stared down the corridor. The glowing doorframe beckoned. The bathroom. The
toilet was just behind that door. Just a few steps away.


George
shuddered. To reach the bathroom, he had to pass by Kaelyn's room. And he
was there.


That
creepy little fucker.


Don't
let him scare you! George told himself. He can't hurt
you. He's just a doll.


He
tightened his lips. Just a goddamn doll.


He
walked down the corridor, each step like a mile, but paused before passing
Kaelyn's bedroom.


Her
door was open. But the room was dark. George wouldn't even see the little
bastard. It was safe. Totally safe.


Turn
back. Go back to your bed. Run.


Cold
sweat washed him. George clenched his fists. He could do this. Quickly. He
could make it.


Steeling
himself, he walked by Kaelyn's room.


And
he felt him. Felt the eyes looking at him. Felt the evil in those shadows.


George
wanted to run, to race into the bathroom, to slam the door shut, lock himself
in.


But
he couldn't help it. He had to see. Just to check. If he was really
there. Really … alive.


I
just imagined it last time, he thought. It's just a stupid
doll. Just stupid Mister Hardshell. Not a living creature at all.


He
would just take a quick look. Just to make sure.


He
looked. And he saw him there.


The
plush turtle lay on the floor of Kaelyn's room. A beam of moonlight illuminated
him. Shadows enveloped the rest of the room—the dresser, the desk, the bed
where Kaelyn slept. The curtains moved, and moonlight glided over the doll.


And
that was all he was. A doll and nothing more. Whatever George had seen last
time … just his imagination.


Mister
Hardshell was actually kind of cute.


The
doll raised his head and looked at George with his black button eyes.


George
stared, heart pounding, frozen in terror.


The
head was lumpy, stuffed full of old cotton. The fabric neck had barely any
filling at all. It looked like an empty sock.


The
turtle seemed ready to say something, but then its head detached. The slender
neck just ripped apart, and the plush head thumped onto the floor.


"Whoops!"
said the turtle.


George
ran.


He
burst into the bathroom, panting, and slammed the door shut. He locked it,
fingers shaking.


"Just
my imagination," he whispered. "Just a toy. It can't move. It can't
talk. It—"


"Whatcha
doing there, Georgie? Thinking of taking a piss?"


George
spun around.


Mister
Hardshell was there. In the bathroom with him! Sitting on the edge of the bath.
Those dark button eyes were sucking up the light, greedily devouring streams of
photons like noodles.


"Come
to me," the toy said, and now its voice was deep, demonic. "Look
deeper, Georgie. Into my eyes. Look into the dark realm. See the truth."


The
bathroom lightbulb exploded. Shards of glass flew everywhere. The room plunged
into darkness, and the turtle laughed.


Only
it wasn't a turtle. It was a being. An entity. A demonic evil infecting this
plush toy.


George
wanted to run back to his room, to cower under the blanket.


But
he remembered something. He was not a boy. Not that child anymore.


He
was a soldier.


He
roared and grabbed the plush animal. Except it was no longer soft, no longer
made of cotton. It had become a slimy thing, a creature with clammy skin and a
hard shell and many claws, a creature with hollow eyes that sucked in all
light. Black hole eyes. It grew larger in his hands, growing and growing, its
brain full of tumors, until its head hit the bathroom ceiling.


"Flee!"
the beast rumbled. "Or die."


George
stood his ground. He stared the towering reptile in the eyes.


"Fuck
you."


The
creature screeched, a sound like cracking glass, like shattering bones, like
sundering worlds.


George
grabbed it by that skinny neck. But the neck was now covered in scaly skin.
George squeezed, harder, harder, wringing that neck, and bones crunched inside
it, and the turtle's head rolled from side to side, as large as a watermelon
and covered in warts.


George
squeezed with all his might, crushing the neck.


Again,
the head detached.


It
thumped onto the floor, and it was just a stuffed toy again. Just a little
ragged doll. It looked up at George with button eyes.


"Whoops!"
said Mister Hardshell.


With
little cloth paws, it lifted its fallen head.


"George,
dammit! George, what are you doing in there? I gotta piss!"


A
fist pounded on the door.


George
took a step back.


It
was his father.





* * * * *






The
pounding intensified. The bathroom door cracked.


"George!"


"I'm
sorry, Dad," George whispered.


"You
useless piece of shit, open up!"


The
fists pounded the door. Splinters flew from the wood. Hot liquid trickled down
George's thigh.


I
never made it to the toilet, he thought. I pissed
myself.


His
father finally kicked the door down. He burst into the bathroom and stared at
George in disgust.


"Look
at you. Pissed yourself like an invalid."


"Dad!"
George stumbled back, face twisting in horror. "Why are you dressed like .
. . like … a clown?"


His
father wore pasty white makeup across his face. His lips were painted dripping
red. He wore a shaggy old purple suit, the fabric dusty and tattered in a
hundred places.


"You
remember Coco the Clown, boy?" Father laughed. "You were so scared of
him. Scared shitless."


George
remembered. Coco the Clown had come to Jon Taylor's birthday last year, reeking
of booze, and made some balloon animals. The other kids had found him
entertaining enough, but George had suffered from nightmares for a week.


"I
bought his outfit!" Father said. "That's right, son. From now on,
your old man is Coco the Clown. Get ready for a lifetime of laughter,
kid."


The
clown leaned forward, jaws opening wide to reveal fish hooks instead of teeth.
He stank of liquor. George remembered the news from last year. The police had
arrested the real Coco the Clown, hauled him off to jail. They found six kids
buried in his backyard, all dismembered. They found the heads in the freezer.


And
now Frank Williams, George's own father, had donned the clown suit. Was leaning
in to claim another victim. The clown bellowed, shattering the bathroom walls,
revealing …


The
maple grove.


The
place George had once taken a shortcut through. The place where the other kids
had tormented him. But now the grove was dark and full of coiling serpents.


"Aren't
you gonna run, Georgie?" The clown laughed. "Aren't you gonna run and
cry like always, you baby?"


Coco's
jaws extended wider and wider, revealing gums and bits of the skull, until the
entire skull emerged from the skin.


George
stood his ground.


"No.
I'm done running. Fuck you, schoolyard bullies. Fuck you, Mister Hardshell, you
stinking piece of lint. And fuck you, Dad. Fuck you! For how you treated me.
How you treated Mom and Kaelyn. Fuck you for following me here to Bahay. Fuck
you forever."


And
George was wearing a battlesuit again, and he held an assault rifle.


Tears
in his eyes, he fired.


His
bullets tore into his father, and blood soaked the ragged clown suit. But then
the clown became the towering, slimy turtle, and then the children from the
forest, one by one. George kept firing until he emptied his magazine.


The
dark rainforest reappeared around him.


Before
George stood a creature covered. with short gray fur.


It
reminded of him a deer with elaborate silver antlers, but it was bipedal, and
its fingers were long and coiling like gray serpents. The creature opened a
small mouth, revealing cubical teeth, and moaned.


Then
it crashed down dead, riddled with bullets.


George
lowered his gun, panting, shaking. He stared at the dead creature.


It
was some kind of animal. Judging by those square teeth—a herbivore. Perhaps
Bahay's version of a deer. A prey animal. So weak George could have easily
killed it with his bare hands.


The
dreamtoad reappeared. The clammy amphibian, its skin a patchwork of purple and
blue, hopped onto the dead deer. It hopped to the ground again. Then onto the
deer. The toad let out a shrill cry, then crawled toward the deer's neck.


Just
above the deer's shoulder was a patch of naked skin. No fur grew there. The
toad attached itself to the naked skin and began to drink the deer's blood,
growing fatter, deeper in color. When it was full, the toad waddled into the
shadows.


George
pointed his flashlight. He saw a few other slender, bipedal deer there, their
antlers silver. He could just make out a little shadow—the toad hopping toward
them. The toad leaped onto one deer's shoulder, and the herd moved on.


Greendeer,
George thought. He had seen some Bahayans carry knives with greendeer handles.
Maria had one.


George
rubbed his eyes and shuddered.


I
was hallucinating, he realized. The toad is psychoactive.


He
wondered what relation the dreamtoad and greendeer had. Perhaps the dreamtoad
protected the deer, intoxicating potential predators. In return, perhaps the
deer allowed the toad to drink its blood.


I
saw my worst nightmares, George thought. The toad made me
see them. To scare me away. To protect its deer, its source of blood.


But
George had overcome the nightmares. He had slain the ghost of his father. In
many ways, George thought, this had been the greatest, climactic battle of his
life. Not against the Bahayan hordes. Not against the Red Cardinal and his dark
sorcery. Against himself. That toad had reached inside him, sucked up a deeper,
more dangerous venom than anything its skin could exude. And by slaying his
father, George slayed the boy he had been. Now he walked with the lighter step
of a man who, after years of suffering, was finally free of a great burden.


He
took a few more steps, and the dreamtoad reappeared on a nearby branch. A voice
spoke in George's mind.


Only
your strength can save him. And you will have to choose. Follow the path of
light.


The
voice faded. The toad vanished.


A
tiny light shone ahead, no larger than a star in the sky. Then another light,
and a third. And soon a thousand little lights floated before George.


He
didn't know if they were small Santelmos, some other alien, or perhaps another
hallucination. Whatever they were, the lights arranged themselves in a line,
flowing from George into the depths of the forest.


A
path. A path of light for him to follow.


A
path to Jon?


He
ran.








 
 
Chapter Thirteen

A Bucket of Bullets






When Jon finally woke up,
he lay on the ground in a pool of blood.


His
blood.


He
coughed, one eye open, the other swollen shut. He tried to move and groaned in
pain.


A
voice spoke. A torrent of Tagalog words flowed.


Jon
winced, expecting another beating. But when he squinted, he didn't see Ernesto.
It was an old Bahayan man with wrinkly brown skin, a white beard, and a
stethoscope around his neck.


"Be
still," the old man said, switching to English. His tongue moved clumsily
around the foreign words. "Be still. Doctor." He tapped his chest.
"Doctor."


Jon
took a rattling breath. Did this old medic work for the Kalayaan? Where were
they? Jon looked around him. He was still inside the bamboo hut. He could see
the rafter above, the one he had hung from. At least his wrists were no longer
bound up there.


The
old man placed his hands on Jon, poking, prodding, muttering to himself, tsking
his tongue.


He
grabbed Jon's arm and yanked.


It
popped back in.


Jon
screamed. He screamed and screamed and fainted.


He
floated in nothingness.





* * * * *






He
slept for a long time. Maybe hours. Maybe days.


A
kick woke him.


Jon
doubled up, coughing, nearly blinded with pain. Dirt and old blood filled his
mouth.


A
boot slammed down before him. The same boot that had kicked him.


"Look
at me, pute."


The
boot tip nudged his face, pressing against his nose, nearly crushing it.


Jon
blinked, rolled onto his side, and saw Ernesto standing above.


The
man was holding a bucket and smirking.


Jon's
lips twisted in a sneer. They cracked. He tasted coppery blood.


"Just
kill me," Jon rasped. "Fucking kill me, you son of a bitch. Just
fucking kill me!"


He
tried to rise. To lunge at Ernesto. He barely propped himself onto shaky arms
before Ernesto kicked him back down.


Ernesto
placed down his bucket and shook his head. "Oh no, pute. You and I,
my friend … we cannot be killed. We are immortal. Look at me! Your bullet
took a chunk of my skull, yet I still live. The shantytown fire burned my
flesh. But I am stronger than ever. You and I, Jon Taylor, we are the same. We
are both in love with the same woman. We are both fighting the same war. We are
both killers. We were made to suffer, you and I. And to live for a very, very
long time."


Jon
lay on the ground, beaten, bloody, barely able to breathe. He looked up at
Ernesto through one narrowed eye.


"Ernesto
… I'm sorry."


Ernesto
snorted. "Are you begging already? Our fun has just begun!"


"I'm
… sorry," Jon managed. "For what we did to your world. You were a
fisherman. Just a fisherman. We took that from you. We burned your home and
body. We made you who you are."


Tears
flowed down Jon's bruised cheeks. Ernesto was an evil man. But he was a monster
Earth had created. From the ashes of war, from the destruction of a nation,
this monster had arisen. And now it turned upon its maker.


Ernesto
thought for a moment. Then he shook his head. "No. You did not make me,
Jon Taylor. You give yourself too much credit. Two people survived the bombing
of Santa Rosa, the most beautiful village on Bahay. One is me, a demon. The
other is Maria, an angel. We both faced the same terror. Yet I am strong. And
she is so weak."


It
was Jon's turn to shake his head. "Maria is stronger than you know."


"Maybe,
pute." Ernesto nodded thoughtfully, bottom lip thrust out.
"Maybe. You too are strong, pute. Yes, I can see that. You are
hurt. I hurt you badly. But you are still alive, still … How do you say on
Earth? Talking back." He snickered. "So, pute, let us test how
strong you really are."


He
pulled something from his bucket.


It
squirmed in his hand like a living black tongue. A leech. An enormous alien
leach. The creature stared with six red eyes like wet rubies. Its mouth
expanded like an iris, sprouting incisors. Little hooks moved along its body
like centipede legs, itching to dig into flesh.


"Do
you know what this is, pute?" Ernesto said. "A native animal
of Bahay. It is called a bala uod in our tongue. That means in your
English … bullet worm." He stroked the creature's head. "You see,
when a bullet worm grasps you, bites you, it releases a special toxin. It
cannot kill you. The venom, after all, did not evolve to kill humans. But oh .
. . it tries. It tries so hard. And it hurts so wonderfully. They say that one
bullet worm's bite is like a bullet hitting you. Again and again."


Jon's
lip twitched. "Damn it, Ernesto, the war is—"


"Shall
we test it, pute?" Ernesto brought the leech closer.
"Remember, they say it hurts like a bullet. You've been shot before, yes?
We saw the scar. So tell me if the stories are true."


He
placed the bullet worm on Jon.


The
creature dug its tiny claws into Jon's flesh. It stared into Jon's eyes. Its
hideous mouth almost seemed to smile.


The
pain from the claws was minimal. But then the leech sank its rings of teeth
into Jon.


He
managed to hold back for just a second, sweat on his brow. Then Jon screamed.


Waves
of agony poured from the creature's mouth. The venom flowed through him. Jon
writhed on the floor.


"Ah,
excellent!" Ernesto said. "So it does feel like a bullet,
yes?"


Jon
stared up at him, shaking, sweat dripping into his narrow eyes.


"Damn
you to hell, you fucking coward. Fight me, you son of a bitch! Like a
man!"


Ernesto
tossed back his head and laughed. "No, pute. Why would I? I'm
prideful, yes. But not stupid. If I fought you in a fair fight, man to man,
well …" He shrugged. "I don't know if I could beat you. You're
taller than me. Maybe heavier. Certainly more desperate. Maybe I would lose.
Not worth the risk. Much better to feed my hungry little pets."


He
pulled another bullet worm from the bucket. It was even bigger, wriggling
between Ernesto's fingers, screeching and hungry for flesh.


"So
adorable!" Ernesto said, then placed the worm on Jon.


He
kept working, emptying his bucket.


Jon
screamed until once more everything faded to black.







 
 
Chapter Fourteen

A March North





Despair.


More
than the pain. More than the fear. More than the hunger or disease. It was
despair that flowed over Jon during his days in captivity.


The
war was over.


Earth's
troops were leaving this planet. Were perhaps all gone already.


He
remained. A beaten, bleeding wretch. Abandoned. Forgotten.


There
would be no brave company of soldiers storming the camp, slaying his captors.
There would be no helicopters raining fire upon his enemies. Jon was alone.
Maybe the last Earthling on Bahay. Doomed to suffer.


He
had no weapon. His limbs were tied. Armed guards constantly watched him—when
they weren't beating him. He could not even commit suicide. And he wanted to.


He
wanted to die so badly.


His
life had lost all meaning. There was no more hope. Only despair.


Sometimes
he thought about his parents, and he wept. Sometimes he thought about Maria,
and his tears flowed from his bruised eyes. Mostly he did not think at all. His
mind was a haze.


Perhaps
it was the shabu. The guards made him snort the drug, popular in both
slums and jungle, then laughed as he coughed.


"Come
on, another taste!" a guard would say. "It'll dull the pain. Make you
stronger."


Only
so they can beat me again, Jon thought. But they held him down.
Made him take the drug. It dulled the pain and it dulled his soul.


"Why
are you keeping me alive?" he rasped.


But
the men only snickered, shoved him, kicked him. They did not answer. But Jon
thought he knew.


He
was no bargaining chip. He was just a grunt. The Human Defense Force was
already leaving. He was no propaganda mouthpiece. The war was over.


He
was alive so he could suffer.


So
that Ernesto could hurt him.


That
was Jon's only purpose now.


They
marched him through the rainforest. For days and nights, they pushed hard,
traveling north through the wilderness. Jon could barely walk. They kept his
wrists tied behind his back, a rope around his waist. If he fell, they dragged
him. Sometimes he walked. Sometimes he dragged through the brush. They never
slowed down.


There
were six of them. Ernesto led the group, always walking ahead. Jon did not know
the names of the others. There was the man with the goatee and the scarred
fists. The young woman with the long black hair and eyes tinged with madness.
The bald man with burns across half his face. The burly man with a broken nose,
several missing teeth, and cruel laughter. The tall, gaunt man with sunken
cheeks and pitiless black eyes.


At
first, Jon had tried to speak to them. Maybe even to befriend them. It would be
harder to hurt a friend. But they only spat on him, tormented him, each one
crueler than the last. Only the burnt man never hurt him, but he offered Jon no
aid or comfort.


He
did not know how many days passed. Days and nights blurred into a haze. During
the days, they carried their dwellings as bundles of bamboo reeds. Every night,
the guerrillas reassembled their huts like some goddamn Swedish furniture.
Every night, they locked Jon in one of the huts. Sometimes they hung him from
the rafter and interrogated him. Sometimes they just let him shiver on the
ground, gagging, feverish, maybe dying. Often they gave him shabu. Soon
he was running on drugs alone.


"Where
are you taking me?" Jon rasped one night.


But
his guard, the burly man with a broken nose, only laughed and kicked him.


Maybe
they were taking him to the Red Cardinal. The vampiric ruler of Bahay had tried
to recruit Jon before, claiming to be his ancestor. Or maybe Ernesto just
wanted to march Jon to his slow, torturous death. Whatever the case, Jon knew
one thing. Death would be a blessing.


Yes,
the Red Cardinal is ruler of Bahay, Jon thought in a moment
of rare lucidity. Not just of North Bahay anymore. The whole planet.


Maybe
Jon was the only Earthling still on Bahay. He gave a weak laugh, tasting blood.


Behold
Sergeant Jon Taylor—the heroic remains of the Human Defense Force, facing the
enemy alone!


After
what might have been days and might have been years, the guerrillas reached a
river. It flowed between walls of rainforest.


A
village hugged the riverbank. A handful of bamboo nipa huts rose on
stilts, leaning over the water, their roofs thatched with palm fronds. Reed
boats bobbed on the water, secured with ropes. Fishermen stood on the bank,
wearing straw hats. A woman was feeding chickens in a bamboo coop, while a few
children ran around naked, playing with sticks and wooden monsters.


Everyone
turned to watch the Kalayaan and their prisoner enter the village. Toys dropped
to the dirt. Fishing lines were pulled from the water. The chickens clucked for
seeds that no longer came. All eyes stared at Jon.


This
village seemed so isolated Jon wondered if they had ever seen a white man. Not
that he was recognizable as a white man now, or a man at all. With so many
bruises and cuts he probably looked more like a tenderized steak with legs. He
chortled weakly at the image, eyes stinging with tears.


Perhaps
this village was remote, but the war had reached it too. The village babies
were testament to the great Bahay War. One baby was missing the top half of his
head. That head simply ended above the eyeballs with a flat surface, the skin
sprouting thin hairs. Another baby had a cone-shaped skull, and his eyes bugged
out, nearly popping from the sockets. One baby had a normal head but no limbs.


The
poison, Jon thought. Mister Weird. He must have flowed
down the river from the northern wastelands.


Ernesto
stepped toward the docks.


"We've
come to collect what is ours!" he announced. "Support the war against
Earth! Pay your tax."


The
villagers stepped forward, faces dour. They laid gifts at Ernesto's feet. Fish.
Sacks of rice. Bamboo crates of fruit. The villagers trembled, eyes downcast,
as they paid up.


One
girl, probably about twelve years old, ran toward the guerrillas.


"You
can't take half this time!" she said, eyes flashing. "Can't you see
that we're hungry? We'll starve!"


Ernesto
growled and backhanded the girl—a hard blow to the cheek. She fell to the
ground.


"Jade!"
cried a fisherman. "My daughter!"


The
fisherman approached Ernesto, hands curling into fists. His weathered face
flushed deep crimson.


Ernesto
turned toward the fisherman. "Do you have a problem with me disciplining
your whore daughter?" He kicked the girl in the belly. "If you did
the job, I wouldn't have to. Now you'll pay all your fish. Pay up! Or
I'll take your daughter instead. She'll entertain my fighters during the long
nights."


Jade's
mother cried out and ran toward the girl. The fisherman raised his fists.
Ernesto stepped toward the family, a deranged grin on his face.


Jon
had not understood every word of the conversation. They were speaking Tagalog.
But after a year on Bahay, he understood enough.


He
limped forward, tied, beaten.


"Ernesto!"
Jon rasped. "Why don't you leave them alone. They're not soldiers."


Ernesto
spun toward him, eyebrows rising, and guffawed.


"What
is that, pute? You want to defend the innocent, yes? To fight for
them?"


Jon
took a shaky step closer. "I don't want to fight you, Ernesto. The war is
over. Leave these people alone."


The
fisherman pulled his daughter to safety. Jade was bleeding from her face and
clutching her belly where Ernesto had kicked her. The other villagers scurried
back, hiding inside their huts or behind fangwood trees.


Ernesto
stepped closer to Jon. He smirked. "Oh, but you came here to fight, didn't
you, pute? You came to Bahay, to my world. To bomb. To kill. To steal
our land and our women." A sneer replaced his smile. "You stole
everything from me, Jon Taylor. My village. My betrothed. My sanity. But now
you no longer have that battlesuit of yours. No longer have your tanks and
planes. Now you are like us Bahayans. Just a man. Now let us see how tough you
are." He turned toward his men. "Untie him!"


The
burnt man sawed through Jon's ropes, freeing his wrists.


For
the first time in days, Jon pulled his arms to the front of his body. His
muscles screamed in protest. As fresh blood flowed through his veins, he
grimaced in pain.


The
guerrillas and villagers stepped back. Ernesto and Jon faced each other.


"Come
on, Sergeant Jon Taylor!" Ernesto grinned, revealing sharp teeth, and
raised his fists. "Now's your chance. Man to man. No tanks. No planes. No
guns. You and me."


Jon
coughed. "I've been bound and beaten for days. I think you have me at a
slight disadvantage."


"Your
people have bound, beaten, and brutalized my people for twenty years. Now
finally we are even."


Ernesto
lunged, fist swinging.


Jon
stumbled back, dodging the blow. But he was so weak that he collapsed to the
ground.


The
guerrillas laughed. The villagers stared somberly.


"Up,
Jon Taylor, up!" Ernesto said. "Come on. You can do better than that,
brave sergeant of the Human Defense Force." His words dripped mockery like
a wound dripping blood.


Jon
struggled to his feet. He couldn't even use his hands to push himself up. His
arms hurt too badly. Somehow, he managed to rise. Even to form a fist.


Maybe
I can do it, Jon thought. Maybe I can beat him. Kill
him.


He
glanced around, seeking a rock or stick, anything he could use as a weapon. He
saw nothing but grass and pebbles within reach.


Ernesto
lunged at him again. His fist flew. Jon raised his arms to defend himself.


He
caught the blow on his forearm. He howled in pain.


But
that agony woke something inside Jon. A deep rage that had simmered for many
days, that now came gushing out. He roared. Ignoring the pain, Jon swung a fist
of his own.


He
hit Ernesto on the shoulder.


He
swung another fist, hit Ernesto's arm.


He
punched again and again, seeking an opening, as Ernesto retreated, arms raised
in defense.


"Good,
Jon Taylor!" Ernesto laughed. "Good, good! There is a savage inside
you."


The
guerrilla swung at Jon.


Jon
pulled his head back, saw an opening, and punched Ernesto in the temple.


The
Bahayan stumbled back, shock in his eyes.


Jon
sneered, leaped toward his opponent, and punched again. Again. Driving his
fists into Ernesto's head.


Yes,
there is a savage inside me, he thought. There is
a savage sleeping inside every man. War awakens it, and blood feeds it. Now you
taste this savage's wrath.


He
punched Ernesto again, this time in the jaw. Jon's knuckles tore. So did Ernesto's
lips. Their blood sprayed, mingling together, splattering a fern.


It's
time to end this son of a bitch, Jon thought.


He
roared. With all the strength still left in him, Jon swung his fist, preparing
for the knock-out blow.


His
fist slammed into Ernesto's head—right into the steel plate.


Jon
screamed, his knuckles bloodying the plate.


He
fell back, holding his aching hand.


Ernesto
kicked him in the chest.


Jon
stumbled. Another kick sent him sprawling.


He
could not breathe. Pain blazed across his solar plexus. He saw stars.


Ernesto
grabbed him, yanked him up, then punched again, driving Jon into a tree. Jon
collapsed. Ernesto lifted him again, punched him again, again, then landed a
kick that knocked Jon into the reeds.


He
lay on the riverbank, bleeding, his eyelids fluttering. His consciousness
slipped in and out.


What
am I doing here? Who am I? I should be back home. In my parents' basement. With
my friends. I'm just Jon from Lindenville. I need to wake up from this
nightmare.


Ernesto
laughed and walked away. Jon lay in the mud, too weak to rise.


The
guerrillas stayed the night in the village, feasting on fish and fruit, and
taking the girls into their beds. The screams rose all night. Jon lay on the
ground, tied to a tree, living in a haze between wakefulness and death.


In
the evening, the fisherman's daughter approached him. Jade. Ghosts filled her
eyes, and Jon wondered what she had suffered in the darkness.


She
handed him a fried fish.


"Eat,"
the girl whispered. "Grow strong."


But
the burnt man, who was guarding Jon, grabbed her. He shoved her away. But he
let Jon keep the fish. With the last of his strength, Jon devoured the meal,
then passed out.


In
the morning, they were moving again, leaving the village. Jon walked with them,
wrists tied again, shabu flowing through his body. As they traveled deep
into the jungle, he knew he would not survive another day.







 
 
Chapter Fifteen

George's Journey





George trudged through
the forest for days.


Long
days of suffocating, dizzying heat. Nights in darkness, following the paths of
light. Endless hours of cramping legs, an aching back, drenching sweat, and
overwhelming fear.


It
was likely, George knew, that he would die in this rainforest. It was likely
that the last starship had left to Earth.


George
was glad he was not on it. His best friend was somewhere here in this forest.
George would not leave without him. No way.


George
Williams was perhaps a freak. Perhaps a coward. Perhaps a bad man. He had done
horrible things in this war. He had killed people. He had helped leak
classified recordings. He had gone AWOL. He had betrayed the trust of his
officers. But one thing he would never do. He would never abandon a friend.


As
he trudged through the rainforest, his stomach kept growling. He had taken some
battle rations, clean water, and energy bars from Camp Apollo, but he had
finished them on the third day. Since then, he drank from streams, praying any
alien diseases in the water didn't know how to infect humans. There was nothing
to eat. Belly empty, he walked onward.


During
the days, he could see a trail. Broken sticks. Overturned rocks, their mossy
sides facing the wrong way. Smudges of mud. Sometimes bloodstains. During the
nights, little glowing lights guided his way.


The
Santelmos are helping me, George thought. I don't know why.


Maria
had a pet Santelmo. Maybe these ones knew that Jon was a friend. That he was in
danger.


Often
George wondered if he was on a wild goose chase, pursuing a squad of Kennys who
had nothing to do with Jon's disappearance. But on the fourth day, those doubts
were dispelled.


George
found an energy bar wrapper on the forest floor.


He
lifted the plastic wrapper. Tuna-flavored.


Nobody
liked tuna-flavored energy bars. Every other soldier George had ever met only
ate the peanut butter, chocolate, or strawberry ones. George himself was
partial to salted caramel. Only Jon was crazy enough to buy the tuna bars from
the commissary. They had probably been sitting on the shelves since the Alien
Wars until Jon bought them. The crazy bastard.


Jon
had eaten one here. Or one of his captors had stolen it. Maybe Jon had even
tossed the wrapper to leave a sign of life. God bless that weirdo and his
culinary crimes.


Yes,
by now, the realization had sunk in. Jon had been captured. George was not just
seeking his friend—but also Jon's captors.


On
the fifth day, George felt so weak he could barely move. He had tossed his
battlesuit into a bog a few miles back. It was just too heavy and stifling.
Insects were laying eggs in his skin now, and fangwood leaves were biting him.
He hadn't eaten anything, but his stomach kept churning, and he kept gagging.
Turns out alien germs could infect humans. He was feverish, exhausted,
and hungrier than he'd even been.


But
as miserable as George was, Jon was going through worse. So George kept going.


Finally
on the sixth day, so weary he could barely move, George saw it ahead.


A
Kenny camp.


It
would have been easy to miss. Just a few bamboo huts in the rainforest,
standing on stilts to rise from the mud. A year ago, George would have shrugged
it off as a mere village.


But
he had been in Bahay for a year now. He had seen Bahayan villages. They had
rice paddies. Groves of banana, avocado, and mango trees. Chickens and pigs and
children running around everywhere. George didn't hear chickens clucking or
children laughing here. He heard men speaking inside the huts. Cruel voices of
hard men. He heard a moan, then a scream.


Earthling
troops sometimes came across these little camps in the rainforest. The bamboo
huts were portable. The guerrillas never stayed for long. The soldiers called
these places Kenny camps. Hundreds, maybe thousands of them dotted the
rainforest, always moving from place to place. Earthling planes had clocked
countless hours flying from island to island, spraying poison to wilt the
forests and root out the enemy. But no matter how many camps they destroyed,
the enemy regrouped.


George
hid behind a fangwood, his heart threatening to leap out his mouth. The toothy
leaves snapped at him. He gritted his teeth and ignored the pain.


He
stood for a moment, clutching his rifle, sure the Kennys had heard him. His
legs shook. His mouth went dry. He had barely eaten in a week, his insides
roiled, and his skin was a patchwork of scars and oozing sores, some filled
with insect eggs. He was in no condition to fight. Even at his best, he wasn't
much of a warrior. His hands slid across the rifle, wet with sweat.


A
scream sounded again.


"Stop!
Enough! Please …"


George
gritted his teeth and inhaled shakily.


Jon.
That was Jon's voice. They were hurting him. Torturing him.


George
stepped out of cover, then quickly hid behind the tree again. He was trembling
so badly he almost fell. His head spun.


He
wanted to charge at the village. To kill any Kenny he found. To save his
friend.


But
if he did, he'd likely die.


You're
not goddamn Rambo, he told himself. You're just George
Williams, the ginger giant, the nerdy drummer. The loser.


He
forced a deep breath.


Maybe
that voice was wrong. Maybe he was no longer that old George Williams. No
longer the boy who fled from bullies. Who cowered from his father. Who was
scared of everything and everyone. He had killed men in war. He had trudged
through the darkness of the jungle. He had slain the ghost of his father. He
was still George Williams, but that name now referred to somebody else. Not
that frightened boy. But a man.


He
took a deep breath.


Fair
enough, but you're still not Rambo.


He
waited behind the trees. Night was a few hours away. He would have a better
chance rescuing Jon under cover of darkness.


All
he had to do was wait here. For hours. With the Kenny camp only a few paces
away. Listening to Jon scream. It would be the longest day of George's life.







 
 
Chapter Sixteen

Burn






The sun was setting.


Jon
lay in the bamboo hut, alone.


He
could not sleep. Not with the drugs racing through him. Not with so much pain.
He lay on the dirt, thinking.


He
thought of his mother and father. Of Kaelyn. Of the people he loved back home.
He thought of Lindenville, of the lilacs blooming in his yard, of autumn leaves
falling, of bike rides along the forest trails, and his first kiss on the bench
on Maple Hill.


He
thought of Symphonica, of his dreams of sharing his music with the world. Of
those times composing alone by candlelight, sheets of music spread around him,
pencils worked down to stubs. He thought of playing with his band in the
basement, George beating the drums, and Paul shredding on guitar, and Kaelyn
singing, her lyric soprano voice like a beam of moonlight, illuminating his music
with grace.


He
thought of Maria. The woman he loved, the woman he had married. He thought of
that precious week they had spent together, laughing, playing cards, kissing in
the night and making love until dawn. Dreaming.


He
thought of the people he loved. The people he would never see again. He wept.


He
was only nineteen. He would die young. But his first eighteen years had been a
gift. He would think only of them here at the end.


He
opened his fist, revealing the piece of shrapnel.


He
had found it along the trail. A rusty shard of metal, small enough to hide in
his hand. Jagged. It was probably years old, maybe decades, dating back to the
early days of the war.


But
it was still sharp.


It
would do the job.


Jon
raised the piece of metal over his wrist.


Just
a long, deep cut along the artery, he told himself. You
can do this.


He
winced, pressed the shard against his artery. He hesitated. His eyes stung with
tears.


Go
on. Do it! Now's your chance!


He
thought of Maria. Her smile. Her laughing black eyes. He thought of home. He
let the shrapnel drop, cursing his weakness.


He
hung his head low. A coward. Just a coward.


The
bamboo door banged open.


Boots
thumped.


Ernesto
entered the hut. Madness shone in his eyes, both the black eye and the eye
ravaged with cataracts. He carried a generator in one hand, a clothing iron in
the other.


"Hello,
Jon Taylor." He placed the generator on the ground. "I've come to end
your pain."


He
pulled a cord on his generator. The engine sputtered but did not start.


"Ernesto,
listen to me—" Jon said. "The war is over. Let me go, and I'll leave
this world."


Ernesto
pulled the cord again. The engine grumbled, coughed up smoke, and died again.
"Ah, it's lovely hearing you beg."


"Yes,
I beg you," Jon said. "It's over. We lost the war. You don't need to
do this."


Ernesto
pulled the cord again, and now the engine started. The generator hummed.


"Ah,
lovely!" Ernesto plugged the clothing iron into the generator. "In
only a few moments, it will heat. How do you say on Earth? A watched pot never boils.
Instead of watching my iron, do you want to pass the time begging some
more?"


Jon
reached down and placed his palm over the piece of shrapnel, hiding it.


"No."


Ernesto
shrugged. "Very well. Then while we wait, I'll describe to you the night
we'll have. With this clothing iron, I will kill you. Slowly. Burn by burn.
Until I cover every inch of your body. I'll work my way through the skin, then
the muscle, finally reaching bone. I'm curious how long you'll live. I think
you'll live for a very long time. I hope to make it last until morning."


Not
if I slash your throat first, Jon thought, lip
twitching. His hand tightened around the shrapnel.


Ernesto
hefted the iron. "Ah, it's almost ready. Any last words before we
begin?"


Jon
stared into his eyes. "Maria loves me. And she will always pity you, you
pathetic worm."


Ernesto
laughed. "Good choice, Jon Taylor. Good last words." He reached down,
grabbed a snake that had crawled into the hut, and slapped it onto the iron.
The serpent squirmed and sizzled. "Ah, good! It's hot enough. Shall we
begin?"








 
 
Chapter Seventeen

Courage in the Dark





Night fell across the
jungle.


Roots
creaked, squirming deeper underground like worms retreating to their burrows.
The mourning monks shook their furry pelts, crawled across branches, and
entered their leafy dens. Glimmerbirds, their resplendence dimmed in the night,
crept into hollow logs. The fangwood leaves shut their toothy mouths. And the
creatures of the night emerged. A painted moss owl hooted, while serpentine gabi
ahas coiled around branches, scales chinking. Only the mamula trees'
pollen lit the night, painting logs, boulders, and ferns in soft silver, as
ethereal and comforting as stardust.


In
this dark hour, George emerged from hiding and crept toward the Kenny camp.


His
legs shook. His heart raced. Sweat dripped down his back. For a year now,
George had been fighting the Kalayaan, and his fear of them had only grown.
They had no starships, no tanks, no planes, no battlesuits. Compared to Earth's
army, they might as well be cavemen.


But
this simple peasant uprising had ravaged Earth's troops. These fishermen and
rice farmers, through sheer brutality and unrelenting viciousness, had defeated
a great galactic empire. And with every step toward their camp, George's fear
swelled.


Near
the camp, he stepped on a twig.


It
snapped.


George
froze.


For
agonizingly long moments, he hid in the dark.


The
wind blew. The trees rustled. He heard nothing from the camp.


He
emerged from behind the tree to find himself face to face with a Kalayaan
guard.


Something
inside of George kicked into gear. As the guard was raising his rifle, George
grabbed his throat and squeezed.


The
man flailed. He tried to aim his gun. George shoved the rifle away with his
elbow.


The
average Earthling stood taller than the average Bahayan. And George Williams
made the average Earthling look like a child. With his mighty paws, George
lifted the guard off the ground. The man kicked, his eyes bugging out. George
was probably three times his size. He squeezed tighter, tighter, as silent as
could be. The man couldn't breathe, let along scream.


George
sneered, squeezing and squeezing, ringing the man's neck like a wet cloth until
something snapped, and the man went limp.


George
laid the corpse down. His hands trembled. Terror gripped his heart like claws.
His eyes filled with tears.


I
killed someone. I just killed again.


But
he had no time for that now. He would deal with his emotions later. Right now
Jon needed him.





* * * * *







Ernesto
grinned and brought the red-hot iron toward Jon.


Before
it could burn him, Jon opened his palm, revealing the jagged piece of shrapnel.


He
gripped it between thumb and forefinger and thrust it like a blade.


It
slashed across Ernesto's fingers, and blood spurted.


Ernesto
grunted in surprise and pain.


Jon
lunged at him, thrusting the shrapnel, aiming for an eye.


But
Ernesto pulled back, and the piece of metal slashed the air. Fingers bleeding,
Ernesto thrust the clothing iron again, and the red-hot surface pressed against
Jon's arm.


He
screamed.


He
thrust the shrapnel again. Ernesto was forced to remove the iron from Jon, the
pull back. The madman laughed. Jon sneered. They faced each other, one man
armed with an iron, the other with a piece of sharp metal no larger than an
arrowhead.


They
lunged at each other, screaming for blood.





* * * * *







A
scream rose from a hut.


Jon's
scream.


A
second later—two men screaming together.


George
gripped his rifle and ran.


He
couldn't help himself. He cried out, instantly regretting it.


"Jon!"


Men
burst from their huts, holding guns. George howled and charged at them.





* * * * *







"Jon!"


The
cry rang through the camp, deep and torn in anguish.


Inside
the bamboo hut, both Ernesto and Jon heard it. For an instant, they froze.


Was
that … George?


Jon
was probably hearing things. Screw the voices in his head. He had a man to
kill.


He
roared and barreled into Ernesto.


The
clothing iron was caught between them. Both men screamed as the iron burned
their chests.


Jon
managed to shove his opponent down, the iron an agony. He thrust the shrapnel,
aiming for the neck, but Ernesto bucked and shoved against him. The shrapnel
sliced his shoulder instead, drawing blood.


Ernesto
kicked, knocking Jon off. Jon fell onto his back, gasping with pain.


"Good,
good, Jon Taylor!" Ernesto said. "Fight for your life!"


He
shoved the iron down.


Jon
raised his forearms, holding the red-hot iron away from his face. It sizzled
against his arm.


They
rolled across the floor. The iron burned against them. They both howled.


Jon
rose to his knee, then slammed down his fist, pounding Ernesto's head to the
floor. But Ernesto only laughed and kicked again. The two men rolled,
struggling. The piece of shrapnel fell. The iron's cable tore free, and the
generator tipped over.


A
spark flew.


Fire
caught the bamboo walls.


The
hut began to burn.





* * * * *







The
guerrillas ran at him.


George
fired his rifle.


The
Oakeshott kicked back against his shoulder. Its muzzle lit the night. A bullet
plowed through a Kenny's chest.


But
more men were running toward George.


Their
guns boomed.


Pain
bit George's shoulder. A bullet. He bellowed and fired his gun again.


Another
guerrilla fell.


George
kept running, moving faster, howling.


One
of the huts was burning. He heard cries from inside.


"Jon!"
George shouted.


Another
bullet pounded George. This one hit his stomach.


He
howled. In a battlesuit, he might have been safe. He had removed it days ago;
the damn thing was so cumbersome and hot in the rainforest. Now blood bloomed
across George's belly.


Two
bullets would have knocked most men down. But George was not most men. He was
bigger, stronger. And for the first time in his life, he was not afraid. He was
back in that grove long ago, a child facing schoolyard bullies. This time, he
was not running away.


He
kept firing his rifle. He tore another man down.


The
Bahayans were shouting things in their language. George saw terror in their
eyes. They were shouting in fear of him, firing their guns, not understanding
why he didn't fall.


A
third bullet drove into George. One of his arms hung limply.


He
kept running, firing with one hand until the magazine clicked.


He
realized that Bahayan corpses lay across the camp. Only one Kenny remained
standing.


George
trudged toward him.


The
man walked backward, eyes wide with terror, firing his gun.


Pain
stung George's thigh. A fourth bullet.


He
reached the man and swung his rifle, slamming the butt into his head. The
Bahayan staggered, and George swung the gun again, knocking him down. He
brought the barrel down hard, crushing the man's skull.


George
looked around him.


All
his enemies were dead.


But
the cries still rose from the burning hut. George limped toward it, four
bullets in his body, refusing to fall.


 








 
 
Chapter Eighteen

Do Not Go Gentle





A knee drove into Jon's
stomach.


He
cried out hoarsely.


He
swung his fist, hitting Ernesto's head, finding only the metal plate. The
madman laughed above him, blood covering his face, a face ravaged by scars,
disease, and insanity. All around them, the walls of the hut burned. Smoke
flowed over them.


"So
we will die together, pute!" Ernesto said and grabbed Jon's throat.
"In fire!"


Jon
gasped, gripped Ernesto's forearms, tried to pry his fingers loose. The man was
crushing his windpipe.


"Jon!"


The
door of the hut burst open.


A
giant barreled in, a figure of blood and shadows, looming, bellowing. A demon
risen from hell. The fire crackled around him, and his eyes blazed with flames
of their own.


"George?"
Jon rasped.


Ernesto
spun toward the giant. He gasped.


"Demonyo,"
he whispered, removed his hands from Jon's neck, and crossed himself.


Jon
seized the opportunity to grab the iron. It was cold. But still heavy.


He
swung it into Ernesto's head.


Ernesto
fell, his temple bleeding.


Jon
raised the iron to swing it again. To finish the job.


A
wall collapsed. Burning bamboo rained onto the ground, separating Jon from
Ernesto.


"Jon,
come on!"


Hands
grabbed him. The giant lifted Jon over his shoulder. Ernesto, bleeding and
dazed, scrambled away from the flames. He let out a cry of fear, pointing at
George.


"Demonyo.
Demonyo …"


A
chunk of roof fell in. Flames leaped up, forming a wall between Ernesto and the
Earthlings.


"Come
on, Jon, we're getting out of here!" George said.


He
carried Jon from the burning hut. The giant ran through the camp, carrying Jon
like a sack of potatoes. Both men were bloodied and singed.


George
ran for a while, leaving the huts behind, entering the dark rainforest.


Then
he collapsed.


Jon
knelt over his friend.


"George?
George!"


The
giant was bleeding. From several places. Bullet wounds.


Oh,
God.


Jon
felt the blood drain from his face. He raced toward a nearby fern, ripped off
leaves, and pressed them against George's wounds.


Behind
them, a scream of rage rose from the fire. Then an insane cackle. Ernesto was
still alive. And maybe other guerrillas too.


"Come
on, George, up!"


Jon
was weak, wounded, maybe dying himself. But he summoned every last bit of
strength, and he pulled George to his feet. They limped away from the camp. The
fire was spreading from hut to hut, and several ferns caught fire.


They
struggled through the forest, leaning on each other, leaving a trail of blood.


"There's
a river," Jon managed to rasp. "A few miles south. A fishing village.
We can … make it …"


They
struggled onward. But they could not cross miles. Not like this.


Finally
they could walk no more. They fell to the forest floor, panting. The village
was far behind them, the fire only a dim glow. They lay among the trees,
gasping for air. Dawn was breaking, painting the boles pale silver.


"George
…"


Jon
finally had time to examine his friend's wounds.


His
heart sank.


George
had been shot several times. The worst wound was in his belly. Blood soaked his
clothes.


"George,
why weren't you wearing your battlesuit?" Jon whispered.


His
friend was ashen, the same gray as the trees. He coughed blood. "Too …
hot. You know I hate heat."


Jon
let out something halfway between sob and laugh. "Just rest for a bit,
George. Rest and regain your strength."


Tears
flowed down Jon's cheeks. He wished he had a med kit. There was nothing here
but ferns to press against the wounds.


George
blinked away tears. "Jon … when you get back home … tell Kaelyn
that I love her. Tell … tell Etty the same."


Now
Jon let out a definite sob. "You'll tell them, George. We're both going
home."


George
reached out a shaky hand. Jon clasped it.


"Take
Maria home with you, buddy," George whispered. "She's a good woman.
You're going to find her. You're going to take her home. And I'll be there with
you. I'll always be there for you."


Jon
wept over his friend. "I know, George. You always were. And always will
be. You came for me. You saved me."


"You
saved my life a thousand times in my childhood," George said. "I only
survived because of you." He gasped, and his eyes widened. "Look,
Jon! I can see them. The maple and birch leaves. The trees outside the church.
They're in bloom, and the robins are singing. Can you see the maple trees, Jon?
Can you hear the robins?"


Tears
flowing, Jon nodded. "I can see them. I can hear them."


"They're
so beautiful." George managed a shaky smile, and his voice dropped to an
awed whisper. "It's so beautiful …"


His
breath stopped.


His
heart stilled.


Jon
lowered his head, holding his best friend, weeping in the dawn.








 
 
Chapter Nineteen

The River





Jon had no shovel to dig
a grave with. He had no stones to raise a cairn. He was too weak to carry or
even drag his friend through the jungle. And in the distance, he could still
hear the echoes of Ernesto's laugh.


And
so Jon left him.


He
left his best friend in the rainforest of a foreign world.


But
before leaving, he placed wildflowers upon George's body. He kissed his
forehead and whispered a prayer of goodbye. He took George's rifle and his dog
tags, mementos for his family.


And
then Jon left. He trudged through the forest, and he was truly alone.


He
felt hollow. The grief had become an emptiness inside him.


It
was almost surreal.


Jon
could not believe George was gone. Could not imagine a universe without the
gentle giant. Maybe it was denial. Maybe it was shock. Maybe it was the drugs
that still coursed inside him. As he limped through the jungle, he felt numb.


He
was weak. Wounded. Jon did not know how long he had been captive. A week? A
month? A year? Time had lost meaning. But he knew they had starved him. Beaten
him. Tortured him. He could barely move his left arm. Cuts, bruises, and burns
covered his body. At one point, he leaned over and vomited. Perhaps concussed.
Perhaps dehydrated. Maybe both.


Maybe
he too would die in this wilderness, only a few steps away from his friend.


But
he took another step.


Another.


He
clasped George's dog tags on their chain. He would bring these back to his
family. To Kaelyn.


To
Lindenville.


Tears
flowed down Jon's cheeks, stinging scrapes and cuts. Earth was light-years
away. And maybe the last starships had left. Maybe he would never see
Lindenville again.


But
he could reach Maria.


He
had to survive long enough to see her again.


That
gave him new purpose. That drove him step by step. Through the pain, the
weakness, the despair. With every step, he thought of Maria's smile. And he
took another step.


The
river was only a few miles south. Jon barely made it half a mile that day.


He
collapsed at night and slept in dark agony, haunted by fever dreams.


In
the morning, he limped onward until he heard water flowing. He collapsed again.
He had to crawl the last distance.


He
found the fishing village along the bank. A collection of huts. A few reed
boats. A few gardens. That was all.


The
villagers ran toward him, shouting, holding sticks, and Jon cringed, prepared
for them to beat him. But they pulled him onto a litter, and they carried him
into the village, and they laid him down in the sunlight. An old woman tended
to his wounds, and a young woman mushed up avocados and fed him the paste.


Jon
remembered her. It was Jade. The girl who had challenged Ernesto, earning a
beating. She caressed Jon's cheek, and she cried over him.


He
slept.


He
dreamed that he was floating in space, bobbing up and down among the stars.


When
he woke up, he found himself lying in a reed boat. Mangoes, avocados, and fried
fish filled three baskets. The boat was tied to the riverbank, and his wounds
were bandaged. Jade stood among the reeds on the riverbank, looking at him.


"The
village elders said you have to leave," the girl said. "That it's too
dangerous to keep you here. The Kalayaan are looking for you, and the Luminous
Army is moving south."


Jon
took a shaky breath. "Is the south still free then?"


"Free?
I don't know about that. But the radio says there are still a few Earthlings in
Mindao. Maybe they'll help you."


Jon
laughed and tears sprung into his eyes. "Maybe I can still fly home."


"Some
of the fishermen wanted to surrender you to the Kalayaan," Jade said.
"But I told them I'd smash their noses in. You saved me from that Kalayaan
man with the scars, so now I will save you. I wanted to keep you here longer.
To heal you. Until you're strong again. I did a little bit. I picked the blood
bug eggs from your skin. You don't want those hatching inside you. I put milk
from paglunas leaves in your cuts, and I secured them shut with nurse
ant mandibles. Don't remove them!"


Jon
looked at his arm, where Ernesto had cut him. Ants lined up along the cut,
their mandibles holding the wound closed like staples. He looked back up at Jade.


"Um,
thank you, I guess."


"I
wish I could do more. You need better medical care. And antibiotics. We don't
have any here. This is all I can do now. It's too dangerous here for you. The
Red Cardinal is coming. This boat will take you to safety. Remember—leave the
ants!"


Jon
smiled at her. It hurt. Even smiling hurt. "Salamat, Jade."


"Just
let the river carry you," she said. "It's a long way, but it will
take you to Mindao. Find a doctor there to heal you. And find her. Find
Maria."


Jon
blinked. "You know Maria?"


The
girl smiled. "You talk about her in your sleep." She untied the rope
securing the boat. "Goodbye, Jon Taylor."


She
released the rope, and the current pulled Jon downriver.


He
lay on his back, gazing upon the leafy branches that spread above. He just let
the river carry him.


"Goodbye,
George," he whispered. "Goodbye, my best friend. Goodbye."





* * * * *






For
a long time, he floated on the river. In the day, the sun burned and blinded
him. At night, he gazed upon a field of dizzying stars, and he remembered his
dream of floating in space, gliding aimlessly around the galaxy.


He
slept a lot.


He
tried to eat, but he could not keep much food down. He tried to drink from the
river, but he barely had strength to lean over the boat. He was feverish. Trembling
all the time. He was not only injured but going through withdrawal, the shabu
leaving his system. Several of his wounds began leaking pus, and the blood bugs
came back, laying fresh eggs in his flesh. The damn ants bailed on him.
Cowards.


In
his dreams, Maria was with him, lying at his side, holding his hand. They
watched the stars together, and he pointed out Earth in the luminous splendor.
In other dreams, George appeared, alive again, accusing, pointing at Jon.


"You
left me. You left me!"


Jon
woke up trembling, coughing. He rummaged through the baskets Jade had left him,
tossing aside mangoes, avocados, and rice, looking for what he craved. For shabu.
The sweet drug. It would dull the pain. Banish the nightmares. Wrap him in a
warm, comforting embrace like a woman. With those little blessed crystals,
everything would be okay again. But there was no shabu. He searched
again and again, screamed, wept, could find none. Finally he slept again, and
the boat kept floating south.


More
visions came to him.


One
morning, his brother was in the boat with him. Paul just sat there, playing
guitar, his face burnt off.


One
night, Jon awoke and was paralyzed. A demon was sitting on his chest, staring
down at him. It was a child. One of the poisoned children, twisted by Mister
Weird, become demonic, bloodthirsty. The mutant hissed at Jon and clawed his
chest. But when dawn came, it was gone.


Another
day, Jon saw huts along the river. Many huts. Hundreds of them. Children ran
alongside the bank, pointing at him.


More
demons, Jon thought.


He
pushed himself up, coughing, and grabbed his rifle. He would have to fight
them. To cast back the demons.


He
looked around him. The walls of rainforest were gone. He was no longer floating
down a river like a canyon. There were other boats around him, and hundreds of
huts rose alongside the river.


Jon
blinked and looked ahead


A
city.


A
city rose before him. Miles of sprawling shantytowns led to concrete
skyscrapers, a blue cathedral, and beyond them the sea.


Was
this just another vision?


Jon
blinked, rubbed his eyes, looked again. It was real. It was there.


Mindao.


"Maria,"
he whispered, reaching toward the city with a shaky hand.


More
children pointed. A few jumped into the river and swam beside him. A few boats
joined them, and fishermen called to him. The city folk were used to seeing
Earthlings, but not like this.


"Maria
de la Cruz," Jon whispered to a fisherman. "A bargirl at the Go Go
Cowgirl. I … I need to see her … I …"


His
eyes rolled back. He slumped into his boat.


Dimly,
he was aware of people pulling him onto the riverbank. He remembered a book his
mother had read him long ago. A book about a princess pulling Moses from the
river, and he was the baby from that book, and his mother was pulling him from
the water, saving him from the hippos and crocodiles. 


His
eyes fluttered open, and he saw a decaying city, a beautiful city that felt
like a home. And then his eyes closed again, and he sank into a pit of dead
babies. Babies fed to the reptiles. Skulls and blinking eyes like forgotten
porcelain dolls.


"Where
the fuck has this one been?"


"Get
him an oxygen mask!"


"Goddamn,
they did a number on him. I doubt he'll live another hour."


"Get
an IV in him!"


Jon
blinked. He saw nothing but light.


"Sergeant
Jon Taylor?" A muffled voice from miles away. "Sergeant, can you hear
me?"


He
saw them. Smudged. Soldiers. Earthling soldiers. Medics.


"The
Red Cardinal," he rasped. "He's coming. He's coming …"


And
then, finally, Jon allowed himself to let go sink into long dark slumber.








 
 
Chapter Twenty

Under Fire





Maria sat outside the Go
Go Cowgirl, watching the shuttles rise into space.


Shuttle
after shuttle. Platoon after platoon. More and more Earthlings leaving Bahay
never to return. Emery Spaceport was several neighborhoods away, but the
shuttles roaring skyward could be seen across the city. To Maria, it
underscored how small one city, even one planet, truly was. Bahay was a planet
of many islands. But Bahay itself was but a tiny island in the cosmic ocean. An
ocean whose dark waters Earth commanded.


"And
yet we defeated them," Maria said softly. "With a few crude rifles.
With tunnels full of sharpened spikes. With grit and stubbornness. With the
sacrifice of millions of lives. We, little Bahay, defeated a galactic
empire."


Black
Lotus sat beside her. The little wrestler wore her street clothes today, just a
pair of denim shorts, flip flops, and a T-shirt. There was no more dwarf
wrestling at the Go Go Cowgirl. Not with their audience flying into space.


"Was
the cost worth it?" Black Lotus said, watching a shuttle rise. "We
lost our jobs. I used to wrestle other unanos while the Earthlings
watched and tossed money at us. Now what will I do?" The young dwarf
heaved a sigh. "We're out of work."


"We're
out of jobs. Out of food. Out of hope." Maria lowered her head. "Not
to mention the millions of us who died. The villages destroyed. The farmlands
destroyed. The families shattered. Yes, we won. But the Earthlings fly home to
a thriving world. We remain here in ruins."


Black
Lotus touched Maria's knee. "Did we really win this war?"


"Yes,"
Maria said. "But it's a Pyrrhic victory."


The
dwarf tilted her head. "A what?" She gasped and covered her mouth.
"Did you just use a dirty word?"


Maria
smiled thinly. "Pyrrhic, not phallic. A Pyrrhic victory is a victory that
inflicts such a heavy toll that it feels more like a defeat. We defeated Earth.
But they killed twenty of us for every one of them. And our population was a
tiny fraction of theirs to begin with. Half of all Bahayans lie dead. Many will
still likely die from hunger before we can sow more crops. Earth didn't even
lose one percent of one percent of its population. They destroyed our planet.
We won the war. And we lost everything."


Black
Lotus gave Maria a shaky smile. "But you still have Mister Jon, right?
He'll come for you. He won't leave without you. I think it's terribly
romantic." She sighed. "I wish I had a handsome boyfriend like that.
Or any boyfriend, really."


"Jon
is my husband," Maria said. "Well, kind of. We had an unofficial
marriage ceremony. Charlie wrapped a sheet around her, painted a mustache on
her face, and pretended to be a priest. But we'll get married on Earth for
real."


"Can
you smuggle me in your suitcase?" Black Lotus asked. "I'm small
enough to fit."


Maria
hugged the wrestler. "I'd love to take you. You, and Charlie, and all my
other friends."


But
not Pippi, whispered a voice in her mind. Not my best friend,
who I—


A
whistle pierced the air.


Her
baby kicked.


Maria
rose to her feet.


She
glimpsed a streak across the sky. And then a bar down the road exploded.


A
moment later, a shock wave rippled across the Blue Boulevard. Windows
shattered. Sheets of corrugated steel flew off roofs. Fire bloomed like a red
and black mushroom.


For
a second—silence.


Just
silence. As if nothing had happened at all.


Then
somebody screamed. And another scream. A few shop alarms blared. Somebody ran
down the road, his arm ripped off, the stump bleeding. A siren wailed.


Maria
looked at Black Lotus. The little wrestler stared back, eyes wide.


Another
explosion, farther away this time. A plume of smoke rose from another street.
Then another blast, closer. The city rocked. Fire blazed, a fiery geyser
erupting from the squalid streets.


Maria
ran into the Go Go Cowgirl—or wobbled, at least. With her pregnant belly, she
did a lot more wobbling than running. She climbed upstairs, panting, and heard
another explosion outside. Black Lotus ran behind her, her short legs
struggling with the stairs. She wasn't much larger than a toddler.


Huffing
and puffing, Maria pulled down a ladder. She and Black Lotus climbed onto the
roof.


From
up here, Maria could see the whole neighborhood. Fire rose in several
locations. Another blast. More flames leaped up. White trails stretched across
the sky.


"Artillery
fire," Maria said. "We're under artillery fire!" She squinted.
"Who's attacking us? I need to get higher. I need to see."


"Want
to stand on my shoulders?" Black Lotus said.


Maria
reached into her pocket. She pulled out Crisanto. The little Santelmo spent
most of his days sleeping, but now he shone brightly and zipped from side to
side.


"Crisanto,
fly up and tell me what you see."


Maria
tossed him into the air. The Santelmo soared skyward. High above, he shone like
a star, then descended. He flew around Maria, bobbing up and down, agitated.


"Who
did you see?" Black Lotus said to the glowing orb.


"He
can only answer yes or no questions," Maria said. She had just taught him
the skill this summer. "Crisanto, are Earth forces attacking us?"


He
zipped from side to side. No.


"Is
it the Kalayaan?" she asked.


Again—side
to side. No.


Maria's
heart sank. "Is the Luminous Army here?"


Crisanto
hesitated, then bobbed up and down.


Yes.


Maria's
heart froze.


"The
Red Cardinal is here," she whispered, turning toward Black Lotus. "We
have to get out of here."


Black
Lotus paled. "Won't Earth fight him? Won't they protect us?"


Engines
roared across the city. Several space shuttles soared into the air. Several
Firebird starfighters rose with them, painted Earth blue.


"Look!"
Maria pointed. "Armed starfighters!"


For
a moment, Maria dared to hope. That Earth would fight. That they would bomb the
incoming enemy.


But
the shuttles kept soaring. The starfighters accompanied them. Within moments,
they were in space.


More
shuttles rose. More starfighters.


Fleeing.
They were fleeing.


"Earth
abandoned us," Maria whispered. "This is what I wanted. What I fought
for. Freedom. But now I'm so scared."


A
shell flew into the city. A building exploded only a block away. Dust flew in
clouds. Maria swayed and fell to her knees.


"Maria!"
Black Lotus grabbed her, helped her to her feet.


"He's
going to kill us all," Maria said. "The Red Cardinal will have his
vengeance."


"We
have to get out!" Black Lotus said. "To the countryside!" She
tugged Maria's hand. "Come on."


"I
can't leave without Jon!" she said.


"What
if he's dead?" the little wrestler said. "Or what if he already left
in a shuttle?"


"He
would never leave without me! And if he's dead, then let me die too. I must
find him."


Maria
made to climb off the roof, but Black Lotus grabbed her. "What about
me?"


Maria
looked around her. From up here, she could see the river flowing through the
city. There were normally only a handful of boats there. But now hundreds of
boats were floating downriver, crowded with people. Hundreds of makeshift rafts
were joining them. People were ripping sheets of plywood off their shanties,
tossing them onto the water, and rowing east toward the ocean.


"The
river," Maria said. "Find the other unanos. And the bargirls.
And anyone else who's a friend. Build a raft. Get out of the city!"


"Out
of this city?" Black Lotus said. "I want off this planet!"


Maria
pursed her lips. "Wait for me outside the city. On Pagong Beach.
You know where that is? The beach with the turtles? If I find Jon, and we find
a shuttle—I'll come for you."


Black
Lotus grabbed her. "Don't leave me!"


"Black
Lotus, you have little legs. And I need to move fast. You'd slow me down. But I
promise I'll come for you. I won't forget you."


"Oh
please!" Black Lotus rolled her eyes. "You're eight months pregnant.
My short legs can run rings around your fat puwit."


Maria
placed a hand on the wrestler's shoulder. "But I'm going into danger,
Black Lotus. And I can't risk your life. Go to Turtle Beach! I'll come for you.
Go!"


They
climbed downstairs and raced onto the street. Thousands of people were spilling
from their homes, running every which way. A few Earthlings ran with them, head
and shoulders taller than the crowd, shoving their way through.


"Maria,
Maria!" Charlie came running toward her, wobbling on her heels. Her four
children crowded behind her. "What's going on?"


"Did
you find a husband yet?" Maria said.


The
beautiful bargirl shook her head. "Not yet."


"Well,
if you were going to, now's the time!" Maria said. "We need off this
planet—pronto."


Charlie
cursed. "Oh, great, light a fire under my puwit, sure. The Red
Cardinal is bombing our city. Perfect time for dating." She grabbed her
kids. "Come on, little ones! Mommy needs to find you a stepdad with a
visa!"


Maria
ran into the crowd, clutching her belly with both arms. Her baby was kicking
wildly, probably hearing the distant booms of artillery. Maria kept
moving. Staying here at the Go Go Cowgirl wouldn't work. If Jon was alive, if
he was being evacuated too, he probably had to stay with his unit. He could not
just run off to the bars.


If
he was anywhere right now, it was Marco Emery Spaceport. That was where Maria
must find him.


She
ran against the flow of the crowd, elbowing her way through, desperate to save
herself and the life inside her.








 
 
Chapter Twenty-One

Mount of Olives





When Jon woke up, he
found himself in a hospital bed.


For
a moment, he dared to hope he was on Earth. But he heard rumbling engines,
honking horns, and rattling rickshaws outside. This was the sound of Mindao, as
familiar as a beloved song of childhood.


To
remove all doubt, when he looked out the window, he saw two crescent moons.
Yep, he was definitely still on Bahay.


He
looked around him.


He
was in a hall full of beds. Rows and rows of beds stretching both directions.
The walls were white. The floor was white. The sheets were white. The bandages
that covered the patients were white. It was a sterile, ghostly place the color
of bones.


Patients
lay on the cots. Earthlings like him. Soldiers. Some had no legs. Others had no
limbs at all. Some had no faces. Some wore burn masks, and others just wore
bandages across every inch of them, wrapped up like mummies. A few were
weeping. One soldier with one arm, no legs, and half a face was struggling to
write a letter. Most were sleeping. Maybe some were dead.


Jon
blinked at them. One man stared back, his face wrapped in bandages, with just a
hole for one eye. The man said nothing. He was breathing through a tube in his
neck.


Jon
lay back and looked up at the ceiling. He was in a military hospital. Probably
Mount of Olives Hospital near the spaceport. He looked at his body, and he
barely recognized himself. He had never been a big man, but he looked skinnier
than ever. His skin draped over his ribs. Bandages covered him, and an IV drip
was attached to his arm. A second tube was administering sweet, sweet morphine.


As
his mind cleared, three thoughts filled it.


First,
he was alive. That was surprising. And good, on the whole.


Second,
there were still Earthlings in Mindao. That too was good. It meant the
evacuation was ongoing. He hadn't missed the last ride home.


Third,
he was in Mindao. Near Maria.


After
eight months in North Bahay, suffering the fires of hell, he was near the woman
he loved.


In
fact, she might be only a few blocks away.


This
was very, very good. A giddy excitement filled Jon. He pushed himself onto his
elbows, then off the bed. He would run to the club! He would find her—today! He
would hug her, kiss her, tell her he loved her. He—


He
felt woozy.


He
dropped back onto the bed, nearly knocking down his IV rod.


"Now,
now! I see somebody is awake and eager to get back to the war."


A
doctor came toward him, holding a clipboard, peering over his glasses. He was a
wiry man with black eyes, brown skin, and bushy eyebrows. He wore an HDF
uniform, a star on each shoulder—a major.


"Doc,
how long till we're evacuated?" Jon said. "What's going on? How far
south has the Luminous Army come? Is the south being evacuated too? And what
about the election on Earth? That's happened already, hasn't it? Who won? What's
the date? What—"


"Sergeant,
settle down!" the doctor said. "My god, you came to us in a sorry
state. Like a cat who's been drowned, wrung dry, then run over by a bulldozer.
The guys who brought you in didn't think you'd make it through the night. You
should worry less about politics, more about yourself. You looked like goddamn
roadkill when you came in. You were so dehydrated we could have sold you as
beef jerky. We stitched you up, pumped you full of medicine, and you'll be all right.
But you'll need time to recover."


Jon
nodded. "I feel like shit. Thanks for saving my life, Doc."


"You'll
be all right. Health-wise, at least, with the proper medical care. Physical and
emotional." The doctor heaved a sigh. "As for what the top brass does
to your ass, I can't say. You've been reported as AWOL, son, and they're mighty
pissed. They wanted you handcuffed to this bed. I told them I don't treat
prisoners. I got them to put the handcuffs away. You won't run off on me, will
ya?"


Jon
closed his eyes. Great. He had suffered days and nights of torture in a Kenny
camp, and now he would be charged with going AWOL. Just great.


"Doc,"
he muttered, "I can barely take a breath without everything aching. I
ain't running nowhere. I doubt I could manage crawling at this point."


The
doc nodded and pushed his glasses up his nose. "Good. Now, the starship Victorious
is leaving tonight. And we'll both be on it. I'll insist you spend the flight in
the ship's infirmary, not the brig. With some proper care, you'll be right as
rain by the time we reach Earth."


Jon
blinked. "The HDFS Victorious? Tonight? Wait—what?"


The
doctor groaned. "Listen, son, I have more patients to see, and only an
hour to see them. We're getting off this rock. All of us. I don't know where
the hell you've been for the past few weeks, but Earth has evacuated a million
troops off Bahay. There are only a handful of us still here, and we're leaving
soon. I barely kept my hospital around this long, and only because we have
patients who need special care. But our time is up. The top brass wants every
Earthling off Bahay by midnight." He patted Jon on the shoulder.
"You'll be all right. In two weeks, you'll be back on Earth. And hopefully
with a good lawyer to keep your ass out of prison."


Jon
blinked a few more times. "We're leaving … all of us …
tonight?"


The
doctor was already heading toward another patient. He looked back. "You
heard me, Sergeant. You're in luck. Wherever the hell you were, you got back
just in time for the last ride."


The
doctor moved toward the next patient, a burnt man wrapped in bandages.


Jon
lay for a moment, his head spinning. He waited until the doctor rounded a
corner.


Then
he leaped off the bed and ran, dragging his IV. He paused only to tighten his
hospital gown. It was a little drafty back there.


He
raced down a hospital hallway, passing several surgery rooms. He nearly ran
into a nurse. Jon skidded to a halt, narrowly avoiding a crash.


The
nurse looked at him, concern in his eyes. He was a middle-aged Bahayan man, his
scrubs pale blue, his hair graying at the temples. His name tag identified him
as Jose Bacosa, Registered Nurse.


"Sir,
you should return to bed," Jose said. "All Earthlings are being
evacuated tonight, you know."


Jon
paused. He stared into Jose's eyes.


"Listen
to me, Jose. The Luminous Army is coming. The Red Cardinal is coming. Does
anyone know you work in this hospital? That you helped Earth?"


The
nurse took a step back. "Yes. Of course. My friends. My family …"


"Get
on that starship to Earth tonight," Jon said. "Whatever you need to
do, Jose. Tell the doctor that we patients will die without you. That you must
fly to Earth with us. If you stay, the Red Cardinal will execute you. Do you
understand?"


Jose's
eyes widened. "Execute me? What? Why? I'm not a fighter. I only want to
heal people."


"You
worked for Earth, dammit! The Red Cardinal will see you as a traitor. I don't
care if you have to smuggle yourself inside a duffel bag. Get on that starship
to Earth tonight! Start a new life there, Jose. Get off this world!"


Jose
took a deep breath. "My friends, my brothers …"


"Go
get them!" Jon said. "Hurry. Run!"


The
nurse ran. Jon tried to run just as fast, but he was too weak, and the IV pole was
still dragging behind him. He ripped out the IV and ran.


Firelight
flared outside, drenching the hallway with red light. An artillery explosion.


A
few seconds later, the boom rocked the hospital.


Jon
swayed and fell.


Dust
rained from the ceiling, and a crack raced across one wall.


Jon
pushed himself up, swayed toward a window, and gazed outside. Fire was blooming
from a nearby building.


Another
explosion rocked the city. The hospital shook. Fire blazed a few blocks away.


In
the distance, Jon could see them. Blimps and planes flying toward the city. The
air force of the Luminous Army.


The
Red Cardinal is coming for me, Jon thought. I must
be on that last starship. And Maria must be with me.







 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two

A Mad Search





Maria ran toward Emery
Spaceport, panting.


"Jon!"
she cried. "Jon Taylor!"


People
filled the streets. Maria could barely make her way through. Mindao was already
the densest city across all human worlds, boasting a density of a hundred
thousand people per square mile. Five times the density of New York City. And
today the millions all poured onto the streets, panicking, desperate to flee
the city or even the entire planet.


A
boom rolled across the city. Shock waves rippled over the shantytowns, rattling
windows and knocking off tin roofs.


Maria
looked over her shoulder. Fire bloomed.


Another
boom. A building exploded nearby, and dust flew. The shock wave knocked people
down. People screamed. People bled. People jostled Maria, and she stumbled,
nearly fell. She wrapped her arms around her belly, trying to protect her baby.
It was kicking madly inside her, probably hearing the explosions, fearing them.


Maria
stumbled through the crowd, holding her belly, covered in ash.


Another
boom.


Another.


Fire
blasted everywhere. Buildings collapsed. Planes streaked overhead, propellers
rumbling. White planes, golden sunbursts on their hulls. Luminous Army planes.


Bombs
fell.


More
and more explosions ballooned like mushrooms. Fire spread. Shrapnel and bricks
rained. Everyone was shouting now, panicking, racing down the narrow streets.
Jeepneys honked, stuck in traffic, until their drivers finally gave up, emerged
from their vehicles, and ran along the roads. More bombs fell. A shock wave
lifted several jeepneys, hurled them off a bridge. Carts overturned, spilling
fruit and fish.


For
twenty years now, the hosts of Earth had held back the Luminous Army. Now the
last Earthlings fled. Now the Luminous Army rolled into the largest city on
Bahay, bringing death.


I
did this, Maria thought, tears falling as she ran. I leaked
the tape. I sent Earth packing. Now millions will die here. Because of me. Now
my child will die.


Another
shuttled roared skyward.


Then
another.


Maria
looked around her, and she didn't see any more Earthlings. Maybe they were all
gone already.


But
Jon is still here, she thought. Jon would never leave me.


She
elbowed her way through the crowd, trying to reach an alleyway—a shortcut to
the spaceport. But the crowd was so thick it kept pulling her toward the river.
She cried out, tried to stop the flow, to cut through the throng.


Somebody
jostled her.


An
elbow banged into her side.


Something
jabbed her back, maybe somebody's knee or shoulder.


Maria
fell.


For
a moment, the crowd flowed around her, and she worried they would trample her,
crush her pregnant belly.


On
her knees, she pulled Crisanto from her pocket, and he blazed with furious
light. People gasped and stumbled back.


"A
Santelmo!"


"A
Santelmo here in the city!"


Maria
used the distraction to push herself up. Holding Crisanto, she waved him like a
beacon, scattering the crowd, and made her way into the alley.


Huts
lined the alleyway, built on stilts for protection from floods. Many had shops
on the bottom floor, living quarters on the top. But the shops were empty now.
Only a few orphans sat on the street among piles of trash. They weren't trying
to flee. These children had already fled war, and this was their last refuge.


Maria
ran between the urchins, turned down another alley, and raced farther from the
river. Farther from the boats leaving the city. Perhaps from any chance of
survival.


But
hopefully closer to Jon.


A
plane streaked overhead.


An
explosion rocked the street.


Huts
collapsed, their stilts snapping, and fire roared like demons. Maria kept
running.


She
turned onto another road, this one a little wider, filled with hundreds of
people.


Maria
skidded to a halt and stared, eyes wide. Horror pounded through her.


An
airship. An actual airship floated above the road, grayish-white, looming like
a storm cloud. Many legs descended from it like tornado funnels, crushing huts,
propelling the massive beast down the street. It seemed to Maria like some
bloated squid the size of a starship.


This
must be a dream, she thought. She had never seen such
horrors. Not even in her nightmares.


Guns
unfolded from the blimp's belly, and rockets slammed into the city streets. The
fire roared. People fled and died. A woman ran by Maria, screaming, her clothes
burnt off, her skin hanging in peeling sheets.


Maria
fled down another alleyway. As she ran, she hoped that Charlie, Black Lotus,
and her other friends managed to escape the city. Maybe Maria should have
stayed with them, tried to escape downriver.


But
she needed to reach that spaceport. Her eyes filled with tears. She needed Jon.


Finally
she saw it ahead. Marco Emery Military Spaceport.


A
shuttle roared skyward, narrowly dodging an enemy rocket. Maria let out a sob
of relief. If shuttles were still rising, there were still Earthlings on Bahay.
Jon could still be here, waiting for her.


She
ran toward the spaceport. Thousands of other Bahayans were here. They were all
trying to shove their way through the checkpoints and reach the tarmac. Another
shuttle roared skyward. Military police stood at the gates, clad in riot gear,
trying to hold back the crowds.


"Get
back, get back!" a policeman was shouting in English. "The spaceport
is only for HDF use. Get back!"


A
Bahayan man ran forward, waving sheets of paper. "I helped the HDF! I was
an informant! I helped! Look, I have papers, look. Let me come with you!"


He
tried to climb the barricades, only for the Earthling guards to knock him down.


Another
man shouted, "I fought in the South Bahayan Militia! We fought with Earth
in the jungle. If you leave us here, we'll die. Let me through, let me
through!"


But
the guards knocked him down.


"Everyone
back!" a burly guard shouted into a megaphone. "Only Earthlings from
this point onward. Everyone back or we will open fire!"


The
crowd ignored him. They kept trying to reach the barricades, to get to the
spaceport. A few last shuttles were still rising. More and more booms shook the
city. White and red planes streaked overhead, and bombs fell, and streets
burned.


Maria
wormed her way toward the gates. The guards were busy shoving back Bahayans
with their riot shields.


"I'm
married to an Earthling soldier!" Maria cried out. "I'm the wife of
Sergeant Jon Taylor! Let me reach him!"


She
wormed her way through the crowd. Even now, in times of crisis and panic,
people saw she was pregnant and let her pass. She reached the guards. They were
busy fighting back the crowd. Everyone was waving papers, shouting that they
had helped Earth. That they had worked as nurses, security guards, gardeners,
informants, and a host of other jobs. Here were the katulongs, the helpers,
the Bahayans who had fought with Earth. Left to die.


"You
can't abandon us!" a man cried. "The Red Cardinal will kill us
all."


"Help
us, help us, the city burns!"


"Let
us through!"


"Talk
to Captain Martelle, he'll tell you! I worked for him."


Another
shuttle rose—filled with Earthlings only. A few Bahayans tried to climb over
the barricades, only for the guards to open fire. Rubber bullets slammed into
the climbers, knocking them back down.


Maria
shouted, trying to be heard over the cries.


"I'm
married to Sergeant Jon Taylor! I'm pregnant with his baby! An Earthling child!
I carry an Earthling baby, let me through!"


She
stepped toward a guard. The man towered above her, almost as big as George,
clad in a battlesuit. She could not see his face through his visor. He slammed
his shield down before her.


"No
Bahayans beyond this point."


"I'm
pregnant with an Earthling's baby! My husband's name is Sergeant Jon Taylor, an
infantryman from Apollo Brigade."


"Ma'am,
you need to step back now."


"But
my baby—"


"—is
not an Earthling, it's a mestizo. Step back now, ma'am."


Another
shuttle roared into the sky. Was Jon on it? More bombs fell in the distance.
More pillars of fire rose. The city was shaking. Everyone was panicking or
close to it. Even the guards.


A
Bahayan man came shoving his way through the crowd. He wore scrubs, and his
name tag identified him as Jose Bacosa, Registered Nurse.


"Ma'am,
ma'am!" the nurse said. "Did you say Jon Taylor?"


Maria
gasped. "Yes!" She wormed through the crowd toward the nurse. "Do
you know him? Did you see Jon?"


Jose
nodded. "Yes. I'm a nurse at Mount of Olives Hospital. It's an Earthling
military hospital. Jon is a patient there. I saw him wandering the hallways.
Maybe he left the hospital. Maybe he's still there. I don't know. Everything is
chaos! But he was looking for you."


Maria's
head spun. Jon was alive! Alive and seeking her! She laughed and wept.


"Thank
you!" she cried, then turned to run the other way. She had to reach the
hospital!


As
she ran, she heard Jose cry out behind her, "Let me through! I helped
Earthlings. I'm a nurse. Let me on a shuttle!"


But
Maria ran away from that crowd. She ran back onto the streets. She knew where
the hospital was.


Jon
is here. He's so close. He's in this city, looking for me.


She
trembled and kept running.







 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three

Bombardment





Jon ran down the Blue
Boulevard, desperately clutching his hospital gown in an attempt, not entirely
successful, to hide his backside. He was probably the most ridiculous sight
this street had ever seen—and it featured dwarf wrestling every Tuesday night.


"Maria!"
he cried, racing between the bars. "Maria!"


The
street was nearly empty. Only a few bargirls, unanos, and orphans sat
outside. Jon had never seen a street in Mindao, the most crowded city in the
galaxy, so desolate.


Fire
bloomed a few blocks away. A moment later, the shock wave rumbled over the
street. The bars rattled. A few neon lights shattered. A tuk-tuk roared
down the street, exhaust burping and coughing out smoke. Children ran.


They're
all fleeing the city, Jon thought. Earthlings and Bahayans
alike. The Luminous Army is about to roll in.


"Maria!"
he shouted again, running past the bars.


He
raced by Bottoms Up. The Lollipop Guild. Manila Nights. A hundred other hives
of sin and sensuality. Finally he reached it. The Go Go Cowgirl.


It
had been eight months since Jon had been here, had met the love of his life.


It
was daytime now. The neon sign, shaped like a buxom cowgirl, was off. In the
daylight, Jon could see the decaying concrete, the rotting roof, the condom
wrappers and paper cups and needles along the curb. Scattered fires burned, and
ash rained from the sky. Flies bustled over a dead cat.


But
his memories flooded him. In his mind, Jon saw the Go Go Cowgirl as he had last
seen it. A beacon of light in the darkness of war. The sign shone again in his
mind, the cowgirl riding and waving her hat. He could smell the beer and
hookahs, hear pop music on the radio, see the bargirls dance. George was still
alive, always at Jon's side. Etty was there too, an endless source of
wisecracks and wisdom.


And
Maria was there. Virginal, wearing a white dress, standing on stage. A teenage
girl from the provinces. A war orphan. An angel.


The
memory ended, and once more, Jon stood in the daylight, in a crumbling city.


He
burst into the bar.


"Maria!
Maria, are you here? It's me! It's Jon!"


He
looked around him.


The
bar was empty. Beer bottles rolled across the floor. The stereo was silent. The
chairs and tables were overturned. Only one man was here. He was a stocky man,
Bahayan, wearing a purple leisure suit. He glittered with golden necklaces,
bracelets, and rings. His black hair was slicked back, and his goatee was
perfectly manicured.


Jon
frowned. "The Magic Man?"


The
pimp was busy emptying the cash register, stuffing wads of cash into his
alligator-skin bag.


"I'm
ruined. Ruined!" he was muttering. "All my girls—gone! All my clients—flying
back to Earth." He laughed maniacally. "I can fly off too. Move to
Earth. Open a new bar! With hotter girls with big pute dibdibs!" He
cackled. "I'm going to be rich, rich!"


"Magic
Man!" Jon snapped. "Where is Maria?"


The
pimp spun toward him and gasped. "You!" He pointed shakily at Jon.
"It's you! Jon Taylor!"


Jon
stepped forward, a sneer finding his lips. He grabbed the pimp by the collar.
"Where is Maria?"


"How
the hell should I know? The bitch left me! Her and the rest of the girls. Damn
whores!" The Magic Man grinned slyly. "Hey, want to make some money,
kid? Get me off this planet, and you can have this nice golden ring."


Jon
shook him. "Where did Maria go?"


"Ah,
okay, okay, the ring is not enough." The pimp laughed nervously.
"Fake anyway! Ah, but here, this golden necklace! You like this, right?
You smuggle me onto a starship off this planet, and you can wear it."


"I'm
leaving this planet with my wife—nobody else!" Jon tightened his grip.
"Where is Maria?"


"Okay,
okay! You drive a hard bargain. All my jewelry! Take it all." He stuffed a
gold chain into Jon's hand, then a bracelet, then a few rings. "Take it,
take it! Just give me a minute. I have gowns upstairs. I can dress up as your
wife, and you can smuggle me onto a starship." He batted his eyelashes.
"You interested?"


Jon
shoved the man away in disgust, then tossed the jewelry back at him. "I
don't want your goddamn gold."


The
Magic Man snarled like a wounded animal. "It's useless now anyway,
asshole." He tossed one of the bracelets back at Jon.


Jon
ran upstairs, but the rooms were all empty. He raced back outside, stood on the
street, and cupped his hand by his mouth.


"Maria!"


A
child ran toward him, a scrawny little orphan boy. "Mister Taylor? Mister
Jon Taylor?"


Jon
looked at the boy. He nodded. "Yes."


"Maria
was here, sir!" the boy said. "She was waiting for you."


Jon's
heart leaped. "Where is she now?"


Another
shell hit the city. It was only a block away. An explosion rattled every
building, and neon signs exploded.


"She
ran off to find you!" the boy said. "She was talking to a beautiful
lady in a leopard skin skirt, and a little unana wrestler. She said
she's going to the spaceport. To look for you."


Jon
took a shaky breath.


"Thanks!
Here, take this."


He
tossed the golden bracelet to the boy. For whatever it was worth. Did gold
still have value in a burning world?


Jon
ran, leaving the Blue Boulevard.


He
raced down the street, legs shaking, as explosions rocked the city.










 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four

The Fall of Mindao





Jon was weak, wounded,
covered in bandages, wearing a hospital gown, feeling close to collapse. But he
kept running through the city. Shells landed all around him, exploding with
fire and fury. The enemy planes rumbled overhead, and the blimps hovered like
great squids, tentacles casting lightning.


Finally,
winded, Jon reached Emery Spaceport.


"Maria!"
he cried.


No
more shuttles were rising. Jon saw no Earthlings here. The gates were
abandoned.


A
crowd of Bahayans was here, though. Thousands of them. Huddling together.
Weeping. Praying.


Jon
ran toward the gates. The checkpoints were open. The guards were gone. Jon ran
onto the tarmac.


All
the shuttles were gone.


They
left me here, Jon thought. Everyone fled. I'm alone.


For
a moment, tears stung his eyes.


I'm
abandoned here. On Bahay. I'll never see home again.


He
tightened his lips, raised his chin, and clenched his fists.


Then
I'll be here with Maria.


"Maria!"
he cried, voice hoarse. "Maria!"


Thousands
of Bahayans had gathered here. He moved between them, calling her name.


He
couldn't find her.


Was
Maria buried under rubble? Had she burned in the firebombing? Had she gone back
to the Go Go Cowgirl? After nearly a year, Jon was back, in the same city—and
he couldn't find her!


"Maria!"
he called again.


"Jon
Taylor?"


Elation
leaped in Jon. Maria? Was Maria calling him?


"Jon
Taylor!"


No,
it wasn't Maria. The voice was too deep. He spun around. A man in scrubs was
running toward him.


Jose!
It was Jose, the nurse from Mount of Olives Hospital.


Jon
ran toward him. "Jose! I'm trying to find my wife. She's looking for me.
She—"


"I
saw her!" the nurse said. "She was here. With all of us. At the spaceport.
We tried to catch a shuttle off this world, but the Earthlings left without
us."


"Where
is Maria?" Jon said.


"She
ran off to find you," Jose said. "I told her you're my patient, that
you might still be around the hospital. Jon! Did you see if the hospital still
had space shuttles?"


Jon
grabbed the nurse by the shoulder. "Jose! What? The hospital has
shuttles?"


"Yes!"
the nurse said. "We have shuttles there. For patients who need to land
directly on the hospital roof, who can't move between the hospital and
spaceport. I thought they all left. But maybe—"


"Maybe
we can still get off this rock," Jon said. "Maybe we can—"


A
shell landed nearby.


People
screamed.


Bodies
flew through the air.


Jon
began to run again.


Jose
ran with him. A few other people saw them and pointed.


A
man cried out, "They said there are more shuttles leaving from the
hospital!"


"There
are still shuttles at the hospital!" somebody else cried.


The
crowd began flowing down the street toward the hospital. Buildings blazed at
their sides. Planes streaked overhead, their white hulls painted with the
golden sunbursts of Bahay. Somewhere in the distance, a voice was booming
through a megaphone.


"Kalayaan
para sa Bahay! Tagumpay! Tagumpay!"


Jon
had been fighting here long enough to understand the words.


Freedom
for Bahay! Victory! Victory!


None
of that mattered right now. That Earth lost. That the Red Cardinal was claiming
this world. Jon would deal with all that later. The only thing that mattered
now was finding Maria.


The
hospital was only a few blocks away, but it felt like a light-year. Jon had to
fight for every step. He battled both the crowd and his own weakness. By the
time he saw the hospital in the distance, he felt close to collapsing.


I
just need to find Maria. And then I can rest. I can finally rest.


A
huge crowd was already here. Thousands of Bahayans had come, crying out, trying
to break into the hospital.


Engines
rumbled, and Jon saw it.


An
evacuation shuttle was descending from space. Heading toward the hospital roof.


One
last ride home.


The
crowd all shouted, reaching toward the shuttle, crying out.


"I
helped Earth!"


"I
was an informant! I helped you! Take me with you!"


"I'm
a nurse! You need nurses!"


"I
have children, please!"


Jon
elbowed his way through the crowd, trying to reach the hospital. He could see
them now. A few last military policemen. They were still guarding the hospital.
There were still some Earthlings on Bahay.


I
can still make it back to Earth! Jon thought. With
Maria! We can still make it!


"Maria!"
Jon cried, voice hoarse, throat tearing. "Maria, where are you?"


"Jon!"
A voice from the distance. "Jon, can you hear me?"


Jon
froze.


His
heart leaped.


He
spun in all directions, seeking her.


"Maria?"
His voice was shaky. He raised it to a shout. "Maria!"


The
voice came from the crowd. "Jon! It's me, it's Maria!"


Tears
filled his eyes. He laughed, shaking. "Maria, I'm here! I'm coming for
you!" He couldn't see her through the crowd. "Just keep calling my
name!"


"Jon!
Jon, I'm here!"


He
elbowed his way through the crowd of Bahayans, following her voice, seeking her
among the multitudes.


"Maria,
keep calling my name!"


"Jon!
Jon!"


He
kept moving through the crowd, still unable to see her. And there—


There.


Her
face the crowd.


Her
beautiful face. The most beautiful woman in the world. His wife. His Maria. The
love of his life.


"Maria,"
he whispered, then raised his voice to a shout. "Maria!"


She
smiled, tears in her eyes. That beautiful, sparkling smile. Those beautiful
dark eyes. And Jon loved her more than ever.


He
ran toward her, and—


Strong
hands grabbed him.


Men
in battlesuits pulled him back.


"Sergeant
Taylor, you're under arrest for desertion. You're coming with us back to Earth
where you'll stand trial."


Jon
spun toward them. The military police. Three of them grabbed him, all three
strong, muscular men in armor.


"Let
him go!" Maria cried, trying to reach them, but she was too weak to push
through the crowd.


Jon
tried to free himself. But in his sorry state, he couldn't defeat three strong
men. They began pulling him toward the hospital. Away from Maria. She shouted
and reached for him, still far away, trapped in the throng. She was like a
drowning woman reaching from the sea. Jon struggled but the policemen kept
pulling him back.


"Wait,
that's my wife over there!" he said. "That's my wife, let me
go!"


"Do
not resist arrest. You're coming with us, Sergeant."


They
yanked his arms behind his back. They handcuffed him. Jon fought wildly,
flailing, kicking.


"That's
my wife! Let her through!"


"She's
only a slit, son. Forget about her. The war's over. Now be quiet and come with
us."


They
were dragging him toward the hospital. Jon glimpsed the last shuttle landing on
the roof.


"Wait,
wait!" Jon shouted. "Let my wife come! Or let me stay with her! Let
me go!"


"Jon!"
Maria cried, reaching from the sea of humanity. "He's my husband! Let me
through, let me through!"


More
explosions rocked the city. Fire raged everywhere. The hospital shook. A tower
collapsed.


Jon
broke free, tried to run, handcuffed and all. The policemen grabbed him, pulled
him back.


"Sergeant
Taylor, you are coming with us," a policeman growled in his ear. "The
last shuttle is leaving this shithole of a planet, and we'll be on it. This
whole world is burning."


Thousands
of Bahayans, maybe hundreds of thousands, swarmed around them, waving papers,
begging, trying to reach the hospital, to reach the last shuttle.


"Let
my wife come!" Jon thrashed, fighting with every last bit of strength, but
they lifted him, dragging him away. "Maria!"


"Jon!"
She reached for him across the distance, tears in her eyes, face torn with anguish.
The crowd was too thick. She could not make her way through.


The
policemen dragged Jon toward the hospital door.


"Maria,
I love you!" Jon cried. "I'll come back for you, I promise, I
promise!"


"Jon,
don't leave me! Please! Jon!"


And
then the guards pulled Jon into the hospital, leaving Maria outside.


He
fought them all the while. As they dragged him upstairs. As they manhandled him
across the roof. The shuttle was waiting.


From
up here, Jon could see the city burning. More and more artillery shells slammed
down everywhere, destroying shantytowns, shops, a church. A skyscraper
collapsed along the coast, blasting out rolling clouds of dust.


Outside
the city, the Luminous Army sprawled. The artillery batteries were pounding
Mindao. Behind them waited hundreds of thousands of infantry troops. The banners
of North Bahay fluttered above the army, displaying golden sunbursts on white
fields. Victorious.


Jon
could not see him from the rooftop. But he knew he was there, leading the host.
The Red Cardinal.


A
hatch on the shuttle opened. The pilot leaned out, waving urgently.


"Come
on, come on!"


The
policemen ran across the roof, dragging Jon toward the shuttle.


Bahayans
began bubbling up from inside the hospital. They raced across the rooftop,
heading for the shuttle. Nurses. Custodians. Cooks. Others were just people
from the city who had made their way here. A policeman turned toward them,
opened fire, and knocked them down with rubber bullets.


The
policemen pulled Jon into the shuttle.


"Maria!"
he cried. "Ma—"


The
hatch slammed shut, sealing him inside.


The
engines roared, and the shuttle began to rise. Jon pressed against the
steelglass porthole, staring outside. As more blasts shook the city, Bahayans
ran across the hospital roof. They leaped up, clawed at the shuttle. One man
managed to grab a wing, but the shuttle kept rising. The man fell, hit the
roof, then tumbled down into the crowd.


Jon
placed his palms and face against the porthole. He watched as the shuttle rose
higher and higher, as the ground dropped away beneath him.


He
could see Maria in the crowd, reaching up toward him, crying out, her voice
lost in the rumbling engines. And then she was just a speck in the crowd. And
then the entire hospital was a toy, falling away, fading into the sprawling
smudge of the city.


And
with the last shuttle flying away, the bombardment of Mindao began in earnest.


The
Red Cardinal had waited before truly unleashing his wrath. Now it flowed toward
the city like a biblical pestilence. Thousands of cannons boomed together.
Thousands of missiles flew. Thousands of bombs rained. Fire carpeted the city.
Jon saw the hospital topple, and then flame and smoke covered everything.


The
shuttle kept soaring, blasting through the sky until the city became just a
flaming smudge like an ember. And then they were in space, and Mindao was gone,
and Maria was gone, and Jon lowered his head and wept.


He
had survived the Bahay War. And the woman he loved was dead.










 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five

Hope Under Fire






A holocaust engulfed the
city.


Maria
stood within the flames as the world ended.


She
saw the hospital crumble. She saw falling bricks and exploding shells tear
hundreds of people apart. She saw the Luminous Army planes streak overhead,
dropping bombs. She saw the last shuttle to Earth rise, taking Jon, leaving her
to die.


But
she was not ready to die.


She
carried a child inside her. Jon was gone. But she still carried his baby.


And
now, as Maria wept, as the world collapsed around, that baby was coming out.


It
was a month too early. It was a time of death and raining fire. But as the
bombs exploded, contractions wracked Maria's body, and her water broke and
poured down her thighs.


She
stumbled ahead. Just a few steps.


She
gasped and cried out in pain.


Thousands
were running around her. Dying. They trod upon corpses. A bomb exploded nearby,
and body parts flew through the air. Dust flowed over the world, invading
Maria's nostrils, her lungs. She took another step. More liquid poured down her
thighs, and a contraction spasmed through her.


Somebody
knocked into her.


She
fell.


People
were running around her. Leaping over her. A man died by her side, his face
slashed open. The booms of falling bombs were coming every second now, and soon
the sound merged into a continuous deafening rumble. Maria lay in blood, smoke
above her, feet pounding the ground around her.


"Jon
…" Her eyelids fluttered. "Jon …"


A
hand grabbed her.


"Maria,
up!"


Somebody
pulled her to her feet. It was Jose the nurse. A gash bled on his arm, and
blood stained his scrubs. He pulled her along with the crowd, arms wrapped
around her, protecting her from jostling elbows and knees.


A
bomb exploded ahead.


The
shock wave tossed people into the air, knocked them down, tore limbs off
bodies, scattered corpses.


Jose
and Maria turned away from the carnage.


Before
them, a bomb slammed into a street, shattering huts. Electric cables tore loose
and twisted like serpents.


They
ran toward another street. A blimp glided above like a great arachnid, its
electric legs descending to smash shops and homes.


Another
contraction wracked Maria. She screamed.


"Jose,
the baby!" she cried. "It's coming. It's too early. Too early . .
."


"We'll
get you to safety, don't worry, Maria!" Jose said. "Your baby will be
fine, I promise."


"Jose,
Jose, the city is burning, she's coming, I feel it, she's coming out—"


"Maria,
look at me!" Jose held her cheeks in his palms, stared into her eyes.
"Look at me. You'll be all right. I promise you. I'm here. I'm with
you."


She
gulped and nodded, trembling, sweat washing her. The nurse wrapped his arms
around her, herding her through the crowd as the bombs kept falling.


They
limped onto Saint Lorenzo Boulevard, a wide street the Earthlings would often
use. Thousands of jeepneys, mopeds, and rickshaws clogged it, honking,
desperate to escape the city. Some people were abandoning their vehicles and
running. A plane swooped low, strafing the road. People screamed and died. A
bomb exploded nearby, and a bridge disintegrated, burying motorists beneath the
rubble.


"Jose,
what will we do?" Maria cried. "The baby is coming."


Suddenly,
with a flash of light, Crisanto burst out of her pocket. Crisanto! The little
Santelmo flew away, vanishing among the ruins.


"Crisanto!"
she cried. But he did not return.


The
bombs kept falling. Jose and Maria ran, covering their heads with their arms,
as the city fell apart, and the fires spread.


Chanting
rose.


Boots
thumped.


Maria
turned, holding her belly as the contractions kept coming, and she saw them
marching into the city. The Luminous Army. Row by row. Company by company. Men
in black armor, black helmets, red visors. Marching in lockstep, banners raised
high, chanting for victory.


"Victory!
Victory! The empire is defeated! Bahay is free!"


"Come,
Maria, we'll head to the beach," Jose said. "We can walk down the
shore to safety."


Another
contraction hit her. "We'll never make it. It's too far. And the fire is
spreading."


Jose
smiled at her. Even in the devastation, death all around, he smiled.
"We'll make it, Maria. Believe."


There
was so much light in his eyes, so much warmth in his smile, that Maria shed a
tear and nodded.


They
were limping down a sidewalk, navigating through a throng of people, when tanks
rumbled into the city.


Luminous
Army tanks. Perhaps they had been captured from Earth's forces, but now they
raised the flags of Bahay. An armored column lumered down the road, shaking the
city, passing through the fire. People tried to flee before them. But the crowd
was too thick. The treads plowed over anyone too slow.


Atop
the first tank he stood.


Maria
had never seen him in the flesh. But she recognized him at once.


The
Red Cardinal.


He
stood in the open, his crimson robes billowing. He was an ancient man, hundreds
of years old, and looked it. Dark bags hung under beady black eyes. His lips
twitched in a cruel smile, full of small sharp teeth. He held out his arms. His
fingers were tipped with blood-red nails like claws.


"We
are victorious!" the Red Cardinal cried. Through some hidden technology,
dark sorcery, or divine providence, his voice boomed as through a megaphone.
"We have beaten the unbeatable empire! Bahay is free! We are free!"


Maria
stared at him through narrow eyelids.


You
are not one of us, she thought.


She
knew her history. Centuries ago, on Earth, the Red Cardinal had been a Western
man. A white man. A preacher of fire and brimstone. He had come to the
Philippines, seeking a flock, and found followers among the natives of a tropical
island. He had summoned the alien starships, had taken his flock to a distant
world. And here, the Filipino colonists had formed a new culture. A new nation.
They had become Bahayans, a proud people who still traced their ancestry to
those old islands on Earth.


But
the Red Cardinal did not share that heritage. He had manipulated his people.
Bombed them when they would not bow. Earth had challenged his grip on Bahay,
but Earth was gone now, and his red claws sank into the very planet.


I
fought to banish the Earthlings from Bahay, Maria thought. The
Earthlings butchered us mercilessly. They killed millions of us. They killed my
parents. Yet now I fear the Red Cardinal, and I miss Jon, an Earthling whom I
love.


She
no longer knew who to hate, who to fight. Perhaps this had been a war of
monsters fighting monsters. Yet she had seen heroes on both sides. And now she
only wanted to be with her husband again, to—


A
contraction rolled through her like a shock wave, stronger than before.


Maria
threw back her head and screamed.


The
tanks rumbled closer. The crowd was fleeing, waves and waves of people shoving
into one another, knocking people down, spreading ripples of panic. A few
people tried escaping into alleyways, but fires raged there. Others ran onto the
road, only for the tanks to crush them. The sidewalks were so crammed anyone
who fell was quickly trampled.


Maria
tried to make her way off the sidewalk. The crowd was too thick, crushing her.
She could not breathe. She tried to reach the sidewalk. Maybe she could move
around the tanks, avoid the crushing treads, but the infantry was marching
there, and the crowds fell back, and Maria fell. Jose caught her, pulled her
back up, saved her from being trampled.


Maria
gasped for air, found none, only smog. Her head spun. The baby was moments
away. Maybe only seconds.


She
gazed skyward.


Where
are you, Jon? Why did you leave me?


BEEP!


Beep
beep beep!


The
shrill honking pierced the chaos. Several electric rickshaws came whipping
between the tanks. Most rickshaws in Mindao were still dragged by people or
donkeys, but in recent years, Bahayans had begun to use motorized rickshaws
instead. Called tuk-tuks, they featured two or three wheels, handlebars,
and flashing lights, a cross between traditional rickshaws and modern mopeds.
They were painted in bright blues, yellows, and greens, their colors rivaling
even the psychedelic jeepneys.


Now
several of these little beeping vehicles raced toward Maria, swerving around
the tanks like butterflies around rhinos. 


Women
in miniskirts, heels, and fishnet stockings rode the tuk-tuks. Helmets hid
their faces. Before them, leading the procession, floated a little ball of
light.


"Crisanto!"
Maria cried. "You came back for me!"


The
tuk-tuks screeched to a halt before Maria. One of the riders raised her visor,
revealing Charlie's face.


"And
what am I, chopped pagpag?" Charlie said. "Come on, come on,
stop standing there slack-jawed like some roast pig who lost his apple! Get
in!"


Jose
helped Maria into a tuk-tuk, and he sat beside her. The others were all full;
the bargirls were transporting their children in the backseats.


Horns
honking, the girls drove onward, weaving between tanks, artillery craters, and
piles of rubble.


The
tanks had left a path of desolation, cracked pavement, and bodies. The
rickshaws sped along this mournful road until they left the smoldering city.


"Charlie!"
Maria managed to say. "Charlie, drive to Pagong Beach. Black Lotus
… the unano wrestler from the bar … I told her I'd come for her.
I—"


She
cried out as another contraction crashed over her.


Charlie
looked over her shoulder. "Holy shit, Nini, your baby is coming,
did you know that?"


"I
had some idea!"


Now
that they were out of the fire, fleeing the terror of the bombs, the terror of
childbirth filled Maria. Her baby was not due for another month. A preemie. She
needed a hospital. A doctor. What if her baby died? She needed help, she—


"I'm
with you, Maria," Jose said. He held her hand. "I'm a nurse,
remember? I'll take good care of you. You and the baby are doing great."


Time
passed in a haze of agony. Maria sat in the rickshaw, trembling, eyelids
fluttering, eyes unfocused. Vaguely, she was aware of the rickshaws racing
along the beach, kicking up clouds of sand. A small figure—Black Lotus—leaped
into a rickshaw, dusty and bruised but chattering excitedly. Motors rumbled.
Maria saw fronds overhead, then thick branches and scattering birds, and she
let out a great cry of pain.


"Charlie,
it's time!" Jose said.


The
rickshaws clattered to a stop, and Jose guided Maria out.


The
ocean waves rolled across a distant beach, but here was a quiet, shady place,
an oasis of rainforest in this world of flame. The bargirls picked palm fronds,
lay them down, and formed a pallet for Maria. She lay there, moaning, and Jose
knelt between her legs.


"Here
the baby comes, Maria!" the nurse said. "You're doing great. Push,
push!"


She
didn't even care that the bargirls and their children all stood around. Maria
had lost any sense of shame. She screamed. And she pushed. And she was so
worried that her baby would emerge mutated by the poison. Maria had walked
across wastelands twisted by Mister Weird. Who knew if she had inhaled that
poison, if her baby would have no face, or eyes that popped from the sockets,
or a pointy head, or no head at all? And even if her baby were healthy, could a
baby this premature breathe, suckle, survive?


"You're
doing wonderful, Maria. One more push and this baby is coming out!"


You
should be here, Jon.


She
screamed and gave one last push.


And
the baby came out.


A
girl. A gray little girl. Almost purple. So small. Too small. And she wasn't
breathing.


"She's
not breathing," Maria whispered. "Why isn't she breathing?"


Jose
held the baby by the legs, gave her bottom a little pat, and the girl took a
deep breath, then began to wail.


Maria
laughed and cried. It was the most beautiful sound she had ever heard.


"She
has strong lungs!" Jose said, smiling.


He
placed the baby in Maria's arms. She held the precious child. And she was
perfect. Everything about her—perfect. Smaller than most babies, but breathing
on her own, and she nuzzled Maria's breast.


"Lily,"
she whispered. "Your name is Lily Taylor."








 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six

An End to War





Jon lay on his back,
chained to the bunk.


His
heart was like shattered glass in his chest. He stared at the brig ceiling.
Dead inside.


The
starship Victorious was streaking across space, flying back to Earth.
Soon they would be home.


Jon
grieved.


A
tear streamed down his cheek.


George,
my best friend, the bravest man I knew. You remain behind in a forest under
flowers. Maria, the love of my life. You remain behind, ashes in a burnt city.
My soul, my heart, the boy I was—you died in that fire. I fly home an empty
husk. I breathe, but I too am dead.


A
year ago, he had flown to Bahay, an innocent teenager, an awkward musician, a
soft soul. The war had hardened him, then shattered him into a million pieces. He
returned like the shards of some ancient statue packed in a bag.


There
will be no comfort for me at home, he knew. I will not
return to Lindenville. I will not hug my parents. I will not grieve in my old
bedroom. I deserted. I'm chained in this starship, and I'll rot in a prison
cell on Earth. And I deserve it … I deserve it.


The
war was over. From here in the brig, Jon could hear troops celebrating across
the starship. But Jon thought of the thousands of soldiers who remained behind,
buried on the battlefields. He thought of the grieving families on Earth,
purple stars in their windows. He thought of the millions of Bahayans, burnt
and bombed and mutated. He thought of the massacre at Santa Rosa. He thought of
Maria, trapped in the crowd as the fire swept over the city. And Jon knew that
these thoughts would forever echo inside the hollow shell of his being.


The
journey to Earth, through warped space and a wormhole, took two weeks. Jon
spent them in the brig. A prisoner. Chained to a bunk, staring at the ceiling,
haunted by ghosts.







 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven

A Confrontation on the Beach





Maria held her newborn
daughter as the world burned.


The
white planes streaked overhead, leaving vapor trails like white scars from
claws. The last of the rainforest burned. The city down the coast smoldered,
and the infantrymen chanted, and distant megaphones boomed propaganda slogans.


Over
the destruction, over the death of countless thousands, fireworks lit the
world. Bahay mourned. Bahay screamed in agony. Bahay lay dead and crushed.
Bahay celebrated its victory.


Maria
sat on the beach and watched the fireworks explode like artillery shells,
raining red and blue and yellow shrapnel into the sea.


Lily
cried. She had been crying a lot—a faint, high-pitched sound. The girl was red,
wrinkly, and scared. A rash was spreading across her back, fuzzy hair grew on
her shoulders, and her eyes had a yellowish tint. She looked nothing like other
babies, and Maria worried that Mister Weird had deformed her. But Jose assured
her that Lily was doing well, her ailments common among preemies, and that with
lots of love and care, she would overcome.


Maria
cradled the baby close, whispered to her, and sang her an old song. She sang
"The Last Rose of Summer," her most beloved song.


For
so long, I thought that I was the last rose of summer,
Maria thought. But here she is. This beautiful miracle. A new flower
blooming. My Lily.


The
infant did not know how to suckle. She was too premature. Jose showed Maria how
to pinch her nipple, how to take a drop of golden colostrum on her pinky
finger, then feed it to Lily. And Lily drank.


"Each
drop is a meal for her," Jose said. "She will be strong."


"She's
so small," Maria whispered. "Her skin is wrinkly and red, and there's
hair on her body. Are you sure this normal?"


Jose
smiled. "Very normal for a baby born a little early, Maria. She has strong
lungs. And an appetite. Lily is perfect."


Maria
looked around her. She was trapped between a burning forest, a ruined city, and
the sea. Somewhere in the distance, a bomb exploded. Then another. They never
really stopped. Gunfire rattled, and the fires kept spreading. Ash rained from
the sky, filling Maria's hair, and Lily coughed. Was this just dust from the
bombed city? Or perhaps flecks of burnt human flesh?


"I
have to get Lily off this world." Maria looked at her companions.
"Lily and all of us. If we stay on Bahay, we die."


The
others stared back, covered in ash and sand.


Charlie
leaned against a rickshaw, smoking a cigarette. Even here in the smoldering
remains of the world, she managed to look like a pinup, triumphant in her
fishnet stockings, high heels, and miniskirt, her bob as smooth as a freshly
forged helmet, her lipstick as hot as napalm. Even here, she was Queen of the
Bargirls, commanding respect from her court.


The
other bargirls hunkered behind their queen, timid birds serving the mother hen.
Kim was holding her own mestizo baby, her child of rape, while young
Joyce, only fifteen years old, held a charred doll. Grace sat with her head lowered,
her tiny mutated arms hanging limply. A handful of other bargirls whispered
amongst themselves, and one wept. Their children seemed happy enough, at least.
The little ones scampered across the sand, collecting interesting bits of
shrapnel but recoiling from dead fish.


A
few others had joined Maria's group of bargirls. Black Lotus was here,
three-and-a-half feet of fierceness, her fists clenched as the distant bombs
rumbled. Jose knelt beside her. His scrubs bloody, the nurse was tending to a
cut on Black Lotus's arm. The little wrestler winced as Jose pulled out a
needle and began to stitch, but she did not move.


That
was all. This was them. A handful of survivors. Lost souls. Charlie was perhaps
Queen of the Bargirls, but Maria knew that she—humble little Maria from the
rice paddies—had become the leader of this group. It was to her that all eyes
turned, even as she sat here on the sand, holding a newborn. Even now, they
looked to her for guidance.


I
must save them, she thought.


She
rose to her feet, prepared to speak to the crowd. But she felt weak and sat
back down. It was okay. She didn't need to stand just yet.


"My
friends, there is no more life for us on Bahay. We survived the firebombing of
Mindao. But we cannot survive the Red Cardinal's regime. We all helped
Earthling forces. Some of us were bargirls, sleeping with their soldiers. Some
of us even have mestizo children. Jose was a nurse, healing Earthlings.
Black Lotus entertained the soldiers in the Go Go Cowgirl. We're all marked for
death. We must all leave Bahay."


"Me,
marked for death?" Charlie scoffed and raised her chin. "Nobody knows
who I am."


Grace
rolled her eyes. "Charlie, everyone on Bahay knows who you are. Your dibdibs
are famous from Mindao to Basilica."


Charlie
cupped her breasts and adjusted them in her halter top. "And for good
reason." She stared at Maria. "Besides, Nini, we can't even
get off this planet. We don't have a spaceship. We're only Bahayans. Even this
rickshaw is fancy for us."


"Maybe
we can strap a rocket to our rickshaws and fly into space!" Black Lotus
said. The wrestler flinched as Jose made another stitch.


Charlie
snorted and rolled her eyes. "We'll shoot you out of a cannon, little one.
Hell, you'll probably even fit into a pistol."


Black
Lotus flipped her off. "Talk about my size again, Charlie, and I'll
wrestle you so hard you'll think a tank rolled over you."


Charlie
clenched her fists. "If you talk back to me again, I'll send you to bed
without your supper."


"I'm
twenty-three, I'm an adult!" Black Lotus growled and stomped toward the
bargirl. "I'm not a baby even though I'm little. And I'll smack you to
pieces to prove it!"


The
little wrestler leaped onto Charlie, who screamed and tried to pull her off.
Soon they were rolling in the sand, biting and scratching.


"Enough!"
Maria said. "Girls!"


Her
voice was weak, and her baby began to cry. Charlie and Black Lotus disentangled
and stood up, covered in sand. A bruise was already swelling on Charlie's
cheek.


"We
have a way into space," Maria said. "At least, I think we
might." She licked her dry lips. "General Ward's shuttles."


Charlie
frowned. "What are you talking about, Nini?" Her eyes
softened. "You need to rest. You've just given birth! And you're talking
crazy. Sleep now, I'll take care of you."


"We
don't have time for that!" Maria said. "General Ward. Remember him?
The top commander of Earth's forces on Bahay? I was his paramour for a few
months. He owned several space shuttles. He collected them. They're leisure
craft, not military. Some are antiques, others alien. Collectibles. Only he
could fly them, not any other soldier. Except … I flew one."
Her voice softened as her memories resurfaced. "He taught me how."


Joyce
placed her hands on her heart and seemed to melt. "Aww! It's so
romantic!"


Black
Lotus rolled her eyes. "You know that she stabbed him to death with a
katana, right?"


"Tragic
love!" Joyce sighed. "The most romantic kind of all."


"Nini."
Charlie stroked Maria's hair. "The city is gone. Even if there was another
spaceship, it must have burned."


"But
the general didn't live in the city. He lived in Little Earth outside the city.
Maybe his ships are still there." Maria struggled to her feet, holding her
baby. "Come on! We'll take the tuk-tuks."







* * * * *








The
tuk-tuks raced down the beach, rumbling and belching exhaust. They drove
outside the city, and Maria's heart, already broken, shattered to even smaller
pieces.


Mindao
had been her home for only a year, but she had come to love it. It was a home
of poverty, of despair, but among the shantytowns and brothels, the orphans and
squatters, the hunger and disease, she had found nobility. She had found
courage and beauty. Jon perhaps had found his valor on the battlefield, but
Maria had found her valor amid the shanties and landfills.


This
war taught me one truth above all else, she thought. We do
not find courage, honor, or nobility in halls of marble, ivory towers, or
fields of plenty. Anyone can be brave when the sun is shining and the harvest
is ripe. It is in slums, hospitals, and battlefields that the human spirit
shines brightest. We are at our noblest in blood and filth.


Maria
had come to love Mindao because it overflowed with nobility. The city had
become her home, as much as San Luna had ever been.


And
now Mindao lay in ruins.


Now
her second home had fallen.


Scattered
fires still burned across the city, consuming the shantytowns. The concrete
buildings lay in piles of rubble. The Luminous Army blimps hovered above,
hanging between crumbled skyscrapers and the pall of smoke. From here on the
beach, Maria couldn't see everything. But it seemed the attack had ended.
Soldiers in black armor stood atop pockmarked buildings and cracked walls,
rifles in hand. North Bahay's banners draped across a courthouse.


Little
Earth lay just a little north from here. They could reach it from the beach.
There was no need to enter this city of despair. The rickshaws drove between
ruins and water, raising clouds of sand. They were almost to Little Earth when
they reached a blockade.


Luminous
Army soldiers stood on the beach. Several tanks stood there too, blocking the
way. Warships anchored offshore, and smaller boats floated in the shallows.


The
Bahayan soldiers waved for the rickshaws to stop.


"Black
Lotus, time for your E.T. magic!" Charlie cried. "Get these rickshaws
flying!"


The
wrestler, who sat in the front of one rickshaw, flipped her off. "I'm a
dwarf, not an alien, you ungas!" She tossed a seashell at the
bargirl. "You should apologize."


A
soldier raised a megaphone. "Halt for inspection!"


Several
other soldiers raised rifles.


The
rickshaws rolled to a halt. Lily woke, gave a cry, and fell asleep again.


I
need to rest, Maria thought. I'm weak. I've lost
blood. I'm dizzy. I need to lie down.


She
just had to survive a little longer.


The
Bahayan troops approached the group of rickshaws. Armored plates covered their
battlesuits, and red visors hid their faces, making them look like androids.
But when they moved closer, Maria saw that these uniforms were a cheap
imitation of Earth's battlesuits. The armored plates were simple steel, not
advanced graphene armor like Earthling soldiers wore. The black fabric was
cotton, not breathable synthetics. The Bahayans had learned a lot from Earth
about how to build, uniform, and train a modern military. But they still lacked
the resources, technical knowledge, and staggering wealth of the Human Defense
Force.


For
twenty years, these men struggled to defeat Earth,
Maria thought. They were the underdogs. They were like children against the
might of Earthling soldiers. Against all odds, they won, David beating Goliath.
Now they are gods.


She
stepped out of the rickshaw, holding Lily.


"Nini,
you should rest," Charlie said.


But
Maria ignored the bargirl. She walked across the sand, holding her newborn. The
soldiers stared. They still aimed their guns at the girls. But bombing a city
from cannons a mile away was one thing. Shooting women and children at
point-blank range was a little harder. These Bahayan troops were not good men,
perhaps. But neither were they the monsters of the Santa Rosa Massacre.


A
lieutenant stepped forward. He held his rifle in both hands, but he pointed it
at the sand. Maria could see herself reflected in his visor. A bedraggled
woman, her clothes stained with blood, holding a newborn. Had there ever been a
more poignant symbol of war and rebirth?


"We're
looking for katulong collaborators!" the lieutenant said. "Who
are you? Show us your papers."


Another
soldier stepped forward. "Sir, these are bargirls. Look at them. They were
sleeping with the enemy. Look at their babies. Half Earthlings!"


Maria
raised her chin. "We did not aid the enemy! We fought them! For years of
war, we fought Earth. Yes, many South Bahayans fought too! Now you northerners
come here and harass us, and you kill your fellow Bahayans. Shame on you! What
would you mothers say?"


The
lieutenant sneered and raised his rifle. He aimed it at Maria. "Be careful
how you talk to a soldier!"


Maria's
heart trembled. This was not just about her life anymore. But she did not
falter.


"Be
careful how you talk to me, Lieutenant. I am betrothed to Ernesto Iron
Santos, a Kalayaan warlord."


The
soldiers glanced at one another. Ernesto's notoriety had spread far and wide.


The
lieutenant looked back at her. He raised his visor, revealing a young face. He
was probably not even twenty. His eyes were hard, his mouth nervous.


"Prove
it."


"I
don't have to prove anything to you," Maria said. "All of Mindao
knows who I am."


The
lieutenant stared in silence. He licked his dry lips. He glanced at his
soldiers, then back at her.


"Ma'am,
it's dangerous to keep going. I can't let you through. I can offer you food,
water, medical care, but—"


"You
will step aside, Lieutenant," Maria said. "You will let us pass. Or
Ernesto will hear of this."


The
lieutenant turned toward his soldiers. They huddled together, conversed quietly,
leaving a few other soldiers to stand guard. Finally the lieutenant turned back
toward her.


"Ma'am,
we're soldiers of the Luminous Army," he said. "We follow the holy
Red Cardinal, like the Kalayaan. We hold our Kalayaan comrades in great esteem.
They are true patriots and heroes of the great War of Liberation. If Ernesto
Santos comes here, we will treat him with honor. And we will honor you while we
await his arrival. But until then, we cannot let anyone through."


Another
soldier stepped forward. He was taller, broader, and displayed the ranks of a
captain. "Take them into our containment center. We'll look after them for
now." The captain turned toward Maria. "Ma'am, you'll be safe with
us. We'll take good care of you and your baby."


Maria
shuddered. She held her daughter closer. If she went with these men, who knew
when she would be free again? What if they delivered her to Ernesto?


The
other bargirls glanced at one another. Charlie wrapped her arms around her
children and sneered. Black Lotus balled her fists. Kim's hand strayed toward
her purse, where she kept a butterfly knife. But Maria knew they could not
fight these men.


We
can try to run into the ruins, she thought. But I
can barely even walk.


Her
head spun. She had vowed to protect her friends, but now she felt so helpless.
She swayed.


She
felt a comforting touch on her shoulder.


She
turned to see Jose standing beside her. He smiled at her softly.


"Sometimes,
Maria, even a great leader needs a little help. Let me handle this one,
friend."


Jose
stepped toward the soldiers.


They
raised their rifles. The guns clicked as the soldiers loaded bullets into the
chambers.


"Stand
back, nurse!" the lieutenant said.


Jose
only smiled at them. "Nurse? Yes. I wear scrubs now. But men are more than
their clothes."


He
pulled off his shirt, and the soldiers gasped. Maria stared with wide eyes.


Tattoos
covered Jose's torso. Sunbursts, stars, and serpents. Kalayaan tattoos. The
most Maria had ever seen on a man. Jose—the doting nurse, her sweet companion—a
guerrilla? And not just a footsoldier either, but a senior warlord.


The
soldiers gasped, lowered their guns, and bowed their heads.


"Apologies,
sir!" said the captain, taking a step back.


The
Luminous Army and Kalayaan were separate forces. The former was a modern army,
the latter a jungle uprising. But both served the Red Cardinal, both had fought
against Earth. They were two edges of the same sword. To these soldiers, the tattooed
guerrilla was a leader, as surely as any uniformed general.


Maria
tilted her head. My sweet new friend is full of surprises.


"Stand
back, soldiers," Jose said. "I'm taking these civilians
through."


The
soldiers stepped back, bowing.


The
rickshaw convoy trundled onward through the sand.


Maria
waited until they were out of earshot, rumbling along a line of burnt palm
trees and rubble. Then she turned toward Jose, who sat beside her in their
rickshaw. She raised an eyebrow.


Jose
lowered his head. "I'm not proud of my past, Maria. For many years, I
fought in the jungle. For many years, I did terrible things for my planet. I
was among the founders of the Kalayaan. We were just a group of farmers back
then. We came from the first village the Earthlings destroyed. My sister was
the first Bahayan the Earthlings killed. So I fought. I fought for years. But a
few years ago, I decided that I had killed enough. That I had avenged my
sister. That I must start healing instead." He raised his chin. "So I
became a nurse. I healed Earthlings, and I healed Bahayans, and I did not see
them as different. Inside us all beats the same human heart."


He
looked at Lily, then into Maria's eyes, and he smiled. Maria leaned against
him, and he slung an arm around her.


The
rickshaws rumbled outside New Manila neighborhood now, the place where Maria
had once lived in a penthouse, a concubine to a king. Most of the skyscrapers
still stood, but now Luminous Army banners hung from them, several stories
long, made of enough fabric to clothe half the refugees in the city. The
skyscrapers reminded Maria of stone giants, their banners hanging like dangling
tongues, their windows like many eyes. They were small buildings compared to
those on Earth, but to Maria they seemed like titans.


Two
of the skyscrapers had collapsed, including the one Maria had once lived in.
The rubble had crushed the shanties around the skyscrapers, which Maria had
once likened to mushrooms growing around tree trunks. Chunks of concrete and
twisted metal lay across the beach, blocking the rickshaws' path.


Here
the convoy was forced to stop. They would have to walk the rest of the way,
carefully climbing over the rubble.


Maria
took a step, but she was woozy. Jose lifted her, carried her while she cradled
Lily to her breast. The rubble covered the beach. They had to walk in the
ocean, the water up to their waists, navigating around fallen chunks of
skyscrapers. A few bloated corpses floated among the wreckage.


The
saltwater touched Maria, even as Jose carried her, stinging between her legs.
She flinched. She was still so raw. Finally, soaking wet, they emerged from the
water onto a clear patch of sand. Only Lily had remained dry. The newborn was
sleeping contentedly.








 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight

Into the Dark





Sopping wet, weak, and
wounded, Maria and her friends entered the ruins of Little Earth.


During
her days as General Ward's paramour, Maria had spent much of her time here. She
still remembered grassy lawns, manicured gardens, and halls of marble columns—an
oasis of classical beauty. That dream had ended. The grass had burned. Ash
covered the gardens. The marble columns had cracked and fallen. Bahayan troops
moved among the ruins, dressed in black, sweeping their guns from side to side,
seeking some last lingering Earthling to slay.


Maria
tried to walk on her own, but Jose kept his arm slung around her, and she
leaned against him. She pointed toward a copse of burnt apple trees.


"That
way. There's a stream between the trees. Or used to be. That's where the
general kept his collection of space shuttles."


They
walked between the trees, and Maria saw it ahead. The bamboo pavilion had
collapsed, and blackened reeds lay everywhere. Beneath them, Maria could make
out the space shuttles. Once they had been beautiful, luxury vessels, as
graceful as ancient Greek statues. Now they were charred, scraped, and dented.
Perhaps useless.


"Oh,
my lord Jesus," Charlie said, squinting at the machines. "They look
like giant burnt cigarette butts. How are we going to fly to space in
these?"


Maria
stepped closer. "Maybe the damage is just skin deep."


Lily
began to cry. Cradling the baby, Maria walked among the burnt husks. Most were
mangled, pierced with chunks of shrapnel and crushed by bricks. One shuttle lay
under a fallen stone column. But a few shuttles seemed to have escaped most of
the carnage, suffering only dents and scrapes.


Maria
approached a shuttle that seemed promising. Ash, stones, and burnt wood covered
it, but the hull seemed intact. Maria lifted a bamboo pole and used it like a
brush, removing debris from the shuttle. Chunks of concrete, charred branches,
and dust fell to the ground, revealing the vessel. Good. Very good. The shuttle
was scratched, dented, and scorched, but might still be spaceworthy. Maria
grabbed the door handle, then hissed and pulled her hand back.


"A
bit toasty," she said, sucking her fingers. "The inside might be
okay. We might be able to all fit. If we squeeze together."


"Charlie
has gained some weight, I think," Black Lotus said. "She might not
fit."


The
bargirl flipped her off. "Quiet, or we'll strap you to the hood, little
one. You'd make a good ornament."


Maria
rolled her eyes. "Will you stop killing each other for one moment? I need
to—"


"Help
…"


The
voice rose from behind Maria, interrupting her. A hoarse, weak voice.


"Help
… me …"


Maria
turned around and gasped. Lily woke up and cried.


A
person was crawling toward them. Maria could not tell if it was man or woman,
Earthling or Bahayan. The human was naked and burnt, smoldering, skin peeling.
He or she reached up a blackened hand.


"Help
…"


The
bargirls recoiled. Even Maria could not help it. She took a step back.


Only
Jose stepped forward. He knelt by the burnt figure, then looked at Maria.


"He's
an Earthling. Probably a soldier they left behind to die. Maybe they thought
they couldn't save him."


The
burnt man struggled to rise to his knees, then his feet. He swayed. "Take
… me. Save … me …"


"We
can't save an Earthling, shoot him!" cried Kim, one of the bargirls.


"Give
him a mercy killing, for pity's sake," Charlie whispered and crossed
herself.


"We're
taking him with us!" Maria said. "Quick, before Bahayan soldiers
arrive."


She
wrapped cloth around her hand, grabbed the handle again, and opened the
shuttle's hatch.


A
few orphans were hiding inside, trembling and clinging to each other. They scuttled
back.


"Is
the war over?" one whispered.


Maria
pursed her lips. She already had a lot of people. And the shuttle seemed
smaller on the inside. They would all have to fit. Somehow.


"Come
on, everyone, get in!" Maria said. "Sit doubles or triples. On one
another's laps, that's it."


They
began to enter. It had been a leisure shuttle, built for only five passengers,
with five seats. But these were large, plush seats meant for big Earthling
generals, and several Bahayans could fit on each one.


"Ow,
ow, Charlie, stop sitting on me!" Black Lotus said. "I'm so small,
and you're so big."


Charlie
gasped. "I am not big! Aside from my heart and brain. Besides, you heard
Maria, we have to share seats. Why did you sit down first? Come, sit on my lap,
little one, you don't weigh much anyway."


Somehow
they all crammed in: the dwarf wrestler, the nurse, the bargirls, their gaggle
of children, the orphans, and the burnt man. The latter sat alone, red and
smoldering, smelling like charred meat.


Maria
sat at the pilot's seat. She was the only one who knew how to fly.


Well,
that's a stretch, she thought. But I have an hour of
flight experience, and that's something at least.


Jose
sat beside her, holding Lily. The newborn was crying. Screaming. Maria wanted
to hold and comfort her daughter, but—


"Soldiers
coming!" Charlie shouted, pointing out the open hatch.


Maria
saw them. Bahayan troops, racing toward the shuttles, guns raised.


A
bullet pinged against the hull.


Another
flew into the shuttle and dented a bulkhead.


"Close
the hatch, close the hatch!" Black Lotus shouted.


"I
can't, you're sitting on me!" Charlie said. "You do it."


"My
arms are too short, I—"


"I'll
close it!" cried Kim, another bargirl, and reached for the hatch.


A
bullet tore through Kim's neck.


Everyone
screamed.


Maria
had no time to wait. She fired up the engines, yanked back on the throttle, and
the shuttle surged forward.


But
not upward. They slammed into charred bamboo, a wooden fence, and another
shuttle. The bargirls screamed. More bullets flew.


"Maria,
Maria, you are flying into the ground!" Charlie cried.


"I
know, I know!" Maria cried.


The
shuttle plowed through some burnt trees, knocking them down.


"Maria,
fly up!" Black Lotus said.


"I'm
trying!"


A
few bargirls were weeping, gathering around Kim. Children cried out.


"Oh
my God, Kim is dead, Kim is dead …"


"Mommy!
Mommy! Is my mommy dead?"


Maria
had no time to mourn her friend now. More bullets pounded their hull. Maria
gritted her teeth, braced her feet against the dashboard, and yanked back the
throttle with all her strength. The shuttle charged across the ground, upturning
soil, then onto the sand, and they were plowing toward the sea, and—


Black
Lotus screamed, grabbed the throttle with Maria, and the two women pulled it
back together.


The
shuttle's nose pulled upward.


Their
stern splashed water.


And
they were soaring.


They
rode skyward on a tail of fire.


Everyone
was pushed back into their seats. Maria clenched her jaw, struggling not to
pass out. Lily screamed. Sitting beside her, Jose gently wrapped his tattooed
arms around the baby.


Maria
grimaced. The ascent was flattening her face against her skull, squeezing her
against the seat, driving shards of pain through her belly, and she couldn't
take it, she was going to pass out, but Black Lotus helped, pulling the yoke
with her, and the starship jolted, and …


Maria
leaned back, breathing in relief.


The
pressure eased.


They
were in space.


For
a moment, everyone stared in awe. Maria had been to space before with the
general. To the others, this was new. They pressed against the portholes, eyes
wide.


"It's
beautiful," Charlie whispered, tears flowing. "It's so
beautiful."


The
stars spread around them. The planet floated below, draped in a thin band of
sky. A spiral arm of the Milky Way glittered, and—


"Missile!"
Black Lotus shouted.


Maria
started. She saw it rising from below. A missile from the surface!


Goddammit!
The Luminous Army had missiles that could fly so high?


She
jerked the yoke. The shuttle slued sideways. The missile streaked past them,
then exploded overhead, showering them with light. Shrapnel pummeled the hull, knocking
them into a tailspin.


"Get
us farther from the planet!" Charlie shouted.


"I'm
trying, I'm trying!" Maria said.


They
flew like some mad butterfly. Another missile rose from the surface, and this
one exploded below them. The blast knocked the shuttle deeper into space. They
spun into the void.


When
Maria finally steadied the shuttle, they were quite a bit farther from Bahay.
The planet hung below, a blue sphere in the darkness. A few more missiles rose,
but they exploded on the edge of space.


"We're
out of range now," Maria said, leaning back. "We're safe."


Lily
was still crying. Maria took her into her arms, soothed her, fed her, and the
newborn calmed.


For
a few moments, everyone just took deep breaths and tried to calm down. All but
the burnt man. He lay still, and they checked his pulse. He had died during the
ascent, and they laid him down, pulled a blanket over him, and whispered a few
prayers.


You
did not die on Bahay, son of Earth, Maria thought, looking
at the blanket. You died among the stars.


Charlie
climbed into the front seat, sat on Jose's lap, and leaned toward Maria.


"So,
Nini, how long is the flight to Earth?" The bargirl smiled, the
light of Bahay reflected in her eyes. "Turns out I didn't need an
Earthling husband after all. Just a good friend."


She
squeezed Maria's hand.


To
Maria, that meant the world.


"Charlie,
there are a few things I want to say." Maria held her friend's hand
tightly. "After Pippi died, after what I did, we grew apart. And I don't
blame you. You were right to hate me, and I hate myself for what I did. But
you're my best friend. My mentor. My sister. For what I did, I'm sorry. I'm so
so sorry, and I know you can never forgive me. Nor do I forgive myself. But I
promise that if we can be friends forever, I—"


"Nini?"
Charlie said. "How long to Earth?"


Maria
looked through the front viewport. "Well, this shuttle can't fly all the
way to Earth."


Charlie
blinked. She squeezed Maria's hand tighter, leaning in. "What?"


"It's
only a shuttlecraft," Maria said. "Not an intergalactic starship. It
was built to fly short distances. From the surface to a mothership. Or from one
continent to another. No farther."


Charlie's
jaw hung open. For a moment she could not speak. "So why did you fly us up
here?"


"Why
do you think?" Maria gave a mirthless laugh. "Because everything is
burning down there on Bahay! I had to take us up here. To safety. I was hoping
to find a mothership still here. One of the huge starships that can fly to
Earth. Like the HDFS Adiona or the Victorious, the ones the
soldiers always talk about. Maybe a few motherships remain nearby, orbiting
Bahay. If we find them, we can fly into their hangar, and they can carry us to
Earth."


Charlie
held up her hands in resignation. "Well, look who's suddenly a space
expert!"


"Hey,
at least I've been to space before!" Maria said. "I flew a shuttle
before, too. The general taught me."


"Well,
he's a piss-poor teacher, because you can barely fly without spinning around
like a drunk sailor."


"They
were firing missiles at me!" Maria said.


Charlie
laughed bitterly. "But you said it's safe up here!"


"Well,
it is now," Maria said. "Now be quiet and let me fly. We'll
find a mothership."


She
began to fly, scanning Bahay's orbit.


Her
heart sank.


She
saw no starships. Not even another shuttle.


Everyone
stared in silence, looking with her. The initial awe of space gave way to
nervous tension.


Maria
flew faster. Ten minutes went by. Then half an hour. They circled an entire
hemisphere, and they saw no starships.


"They
all left without us!" Charlie said. "Of course they did. We're hours
late."


Maria
deflated. Her baby began to cry again. She said nothing. She had nothing to
say. All she could do was keep flying.


They
orbited over another hemisphere and flew over Bahay's vast oceans.


They
encountered no starships. The Adiona. The Victorious. All the
rest of them. Gone.


Black
Lotus hopped into the front seat too. She sat on Charlie's lap, who in turn was
still sitting on Jose. Maria began to feel bad for the poor guy.


"Hey,
perspective from a little one here," Black Lotus said. "I know this
is just a tiny shuttle, and not very comfortable for you big people. But why
can't we fly it to Earth? It's like sailing a dingy across the ocean. Sure,
it's cramped. And Charlie will probably resort to cannibalism after a day or
two. But hey, we can rough it. We have food in our packs. It's a two week
flight to Earth, right? The soldiers always said it takes two weeks to fly
home. Hell, we can survive that! We can do two weeks standing on our heads."


"You
don't understand," Maria said. "This space shuttle is slow.
The general explained it. The bigger starships have warping engines. They can
bend space and time, enabling them to fly faster than sound. That way they can
reach Earth very quickly."


Charlie
frowned. "What are you talking about, Nini? Starships fly through
snakeholes. The pute soldiers always talk about them in my bed."


"You
mean wormholes," Maria said. "Those are like tunnels through space.
And you're allowed to fly very fast in them. Jon told me about them. But they
can't take you the whole way to Earth. Because Earth is thousands
of miles away. If you fly into a wormhole, you can cross most of the
distance to Earth. But you still emerge a few stars away. From there, you must
fly with your starship's warping engines. And you can only reach Earth if you
can fly faster than sound."


"You
mean faster than light!" Black Lotus said.


"Light
doesn't have a speed, stupid!" Charlie said. "Be quiet and let the
adults talk."


"I'm
an adult, I'm just small!" Black Lotus said. "For God's sake, I'm
older than Maria. But much younger than you, Charlie. Much much younger."


Charlie
raised her fists, and Black Lotus growled. Jose had to separate them, letting
one sit on each knee, his arms between them.


Pipi
used to bicker like that with Charlie too, Maria remembered.
I miss her.


Finally
Jose, who had been silent for a long time, spoke in a low voice. "All the
starships are gone. And we can't cross the distance in our shuttle. So we must
return to Bahay."


They
looked down at the planet. Even from up here, they could see the fires, the
smoke. A world in ruin. A world where they were wanted, traitors to be hanged.


Maria
placed a hand on Jose's shoulder. "You were Kalayaan. You still have the
tattoos. The Red Cardinal would not hurt you. You didn't have to come up here
with us."


Jose
smiled softly. "I wanted to look after you. All of you. That is what I do
now." His face grew somber. "I've killed many. I still have a long
path to redemption."


Maria
squeezed his shoulder. "Thank you, Jose. In my eyes, you are redeemed.
You're an honorable man."


"Guys,
guys!" Charlie pointed. "Look! A spaceship! A huge huge enormous
spaceship! Almost as big as Maria's head!"


Maria
looked through the front viewport. Her eyes widened.


"Holy
crap!" Black Lotus said. "It's huge! How can something so big fly so
fast?"


In
the back seats, the other bargirls and their children began to celebrate, bounce
up and down, and cheer.


"We're
going to Earth, we're going to Earth!" Charlie said. "We're going to—"


"It's
not a starship," Maria said. "It's a space station. It's Mother's
Womb."


Everyone
stared in silence.


The
space station rose over the horizon, a machine as large as a city. It was
shaped like a barstool, covered with armored panels, portholes, docking bays,
and antennae. Maria had flown here with the general. Last time, Mother's Womb
had shone with lights. Today its lights were dark. No more shuttles docked at
its bays.


The
place was abandoned.


"The
Earthlings couldn't take Mother's Womb with them," Maria said softly.
"A space station can't fly like a starship. They built her here in orbit.
And here forever she will remain."


Charlie
leaned forward, oddly subdued, leaning her chin on her hands. "Why is the
station called Mother's Womb?"


Maria
held her baby close, nuzzling her, as she gazed at the dark station. "The
general told me. An artificial intelligence controls the station. Her name is
Dark Mother. The station is like her womb, holding all her children."


Charlie
stepped into the backseat and hugged her children. So did the other mothers.


But
your children are gone, Dark Mother, Maria thought, gazing at
the station. All your soldiers abandoned you in the dark.


She
took a deep breath, and it seemed to her that Mother's Womb was beautiful and sad,
an empty world.


But
we're still here.


Maria
turned to look at her friends. At her new family. At those she had vowed to
protect. The last free people of Bahay.


She
spoke softly, a sad smile on her lips. "I visited Mother's Womb with the
general, and I found a world in the sky. A world of splendor, full of
glittering restaurants, a menagerie of exotic animals, and palatial quarters
that would make a king blush. It's a good world. An empty world. It can be our
world."


She
looked at Charlie, waiting for the older woman's thoughts. Perhaps Maria had
led her people into space like Moses leading his people from captivity. But if
Maria was a prophet, Charlie was still Queen of the Bargirls, and Maria needed
her blessing.


If
we are to survive as a family, Charlie must hold us together,
Maria thought. The girls respect her. Look up to her. And so do I. I can
lead us, but Charlie unites us.


Charlie
looked at the station, considering, then into Maria's eyes. She nodded, and a
tear trailed down her cheek.


It
was all the approval Maria needed. She guided the shuttle toward the space
station. A hangar bay was already open. The same one she had docked in long
ago.


She
glanced down one last time at Bahay. Her beloved world. A world of so much pain
and beauty. Of so much fury and compassion. A world that pulsed with the rhythm
of her heart.


She
looked into space, seeking Earth, not knowing where among the stars it lay. A
world she had dreamed of living on. A world Jon was heading to without her. A
world she prayed he would someday return from.


But
you won't find me on Bahay, she thought. I won't be waiting
for you at the Go Go Cowgirl. I won't stand with the wind in my hair, watching
you descend from the sky. I will live in the sky, and I will become a being of
dark corridors and memories. I will still wait for you, Jon. But I will wait in
the shadows.


She
glided into the hangar, and she could no longer see planet nor stars, only a
dark chasm.







 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine

Coming Home





There was no word from
George.


For
weeks now, not a word from her sweet brother.


Kaelyn
Williams stood on the asphalt, hugging herself, waiting for the last starship
from Bahay to arrive on Earth. Waiting for a sign of life.


Thousands
of people gathered here at Abasi Spaceport, New Jersey's gateway to the stars.
Parents. Siblings. Spouses and children. Many families would see their soldiers
return today—defeated but alive. Other families would receive the devastating
news of fallen sons or daughters, and they would hang purple stars in their windows.


The
military had disassembled its interstellar communication network weeks ago,
removing all wormhole generators from Bahay. Especially after the
earth-shattering leak. Since then, no news had reached Earth. Since then, it
was likely that many soldiers had died on the battlefields. Only days from the
end.


Kaelyn
tapped her foot, bit her lip, and clenched and unclenched her fists. She stood
in the crowd, watching the sky, waiting for the HDFS Victorious to
appear.


"It's
late," she muttered. "Why is it late?"


Etty
stood beside her. The young Israeli snorted. "Dude, I wasn't in the army
for long, but I learned that the army is always late."


Kaelyn
frowned. "Aren't soldiers punctual?"


Etty
rolled her eyes. "This is the Human Defense Force, babe, not the German
railroads. HDF soldiers are only on time for lunch. And even then, only on Taco
Tuesday." 


Humor.
The young veteran often cracked jokes. But Kaelyn could see the fear in Etty's
large green eyes. It was just as real as her own.


She
loves George and Jon as much as I do, Kaelyn thought. She's
only known them for a year. But she loves them. They are her brothers in arms.
I will never understand their bond.


She
didn't have to. She just wanted to hug George and Jon again.


The
adults stood a step back. Kaelyn's parents were here. Her dad was swigging beer
from a can, grumbling something about soldiers these days being useless pussies
who couldn't even kill a bunch of gooks. Her mom was clutching her cross and
praying. Kaelyn had left their house a year ago. She had fled her father's
abuse, her mother's withdrawal from the world. But they had come today. Come to
see George home.


Jon's
parents were here too. Mr. Taylor, the jazz musician, had long hair, a scraggly
goatee, and an old jeans jacket. He was smoking a joint, trying to appear calm,
but his fingers were shaking. Mrs. Taylor stood beside him. The schoolteacher
held a framed photograph of Jon and Paul. One child buried. One on the starship
coming home—alive or dead, nobody knew.


"I'm
sure he's fine, baby," Mr. Taylor said to his wife. "He's a strong
kid. Maybe a bit skinny. But strong mentally. He'll be all right."


Kaelyn's
father chugged his beer and crumpled the can. "Wish I could say the same
about my boy George. Kid's the size of a goddamn tank, and still scared of
ladybugs." He spat. "Now when I was a young guy, I could've wiped out
the entire gook population, mark my words. Give me a company of good men, and
you'd have complete and utter victory, I assure you. I could've won this war
even at my age, but my goddamn back is no good. Problem is, Hale was too much
of a pussy to nuke the damn gooks, and this new Jew president hasn't got the
balls to even fire a goddamn bullet, and—"


"Dad."
Kaelyn stared at him, cheeks flushing. "Enough."


Etty
was turning red and about to unleash on Mr. Williams. But something caught her
eye, and she pointed to the sky. "Look!"


Soon
other people in the crowd were pointing too. A speck of light streaked across
the sky, dim in the daylight, barely visible at all. Etty had brought
binoculars. She raised them, adjusted the lenses, and handed them to Kaelyn.


Kaelyn
looked. There it was, orbiting Earth. The HDFS Victorious, the last
starship. The last group of soldiers home from Bahay.


Jon
and George were on that starship. Maybe alive. Maybe in coffins. Soon Kaelyn
would know.


Small
lights detached from the starship. Shuttles.


The
landing craft descended from orbit, flaring as they entered the atmosphere. The
families watched from below as the lights streaked downward.


The
first shuttle landed on the tarmac, and soldiers emerged.


A
few families recognized their loved ones. They cried out, wept, laughed, ran
toward the soldiers, and swept them up in crushing embraces. Kaelyn waited.
None of those soldiers were George or Jon.


Another
shuttle landed. More soldiers emerged. They were cleaned, coiffed,
well-groomed. They wore their dress uniforms. They smiled and reached out their
arms toward their relatives. But Kaelyn saw the ghosts in their eyes. She saw
soldiers on crutches. Soldiers in wheelchairs, their legs gone. She saw
soldiers with burn masks.


George
and Jon weren't in this shuttle either.


The
shuttles kept flying up and down, transporting more troops to Earth.


For
long moments, no more shuttles came. And Kaelyn still waited.


"What's
happening?" Mrs. Taylor said. "Where are they?"


Kaelyn
stared at the sky, licking her dry lips. She looked through the binoculars.


"There!"
Her heart leaped. "One more shuttle."


It
descended from the mothership, blazed into the atmosphere, and rumbled toward
the spaceport. Stabilizer thrusters blasted air, blowing Kaelyn's hair back,
and the shuttle thumped onto the tarmac.


The
hatch opened, and soldiers began to emerge. A few corporals and privates. A
couple of lieutenants. A sergeant on crutches, one leg gone. Their families ran
toward them, and Kaelyn still waited, her insides knotting like balloon
animals.


For
a moment—nobody else exited the shuttle.


And
then he came out.


Jon.


Kaelyn's
eyes flooded with tears.


"Jon!"


She
ran toward him, tears streaming. The others ran with her, even her dad.


When
she was a few steps away, Jon looked at her, and Kaelyn nearly fell.


Everyone
froze.


It's
not him, Kaelyn realized. It's not Jon at all. I made a
mistake.


But
it was him. It was her Jon. The boy she had grown up with. The boy she
had played Dungeons & Dragons with. The boy who had composed songs
for her to sing. The boy she had kissed on the bench outside the church.


It
was him, and yet in a way, Kaelyn's first impression had been correct. That boy
she had grown up with? He was gone. That boy had died on Bahay. A man had come
back.


Physically,
he was different. Jon had been away for a year, but he had aged a decade. His
cheeks were gaunt. His body was too thin, almost skeletal. His mouth, so sweet
and soft when kissing her, was now a hard, bitter line. His blue eyes, once
full of dreams, gazed ten thousand miles away.


It
was Jon's mother who broke the spell. Tears flowing, she ran toward her son.


"Jon!
Jon, you're home. Thank God. You're home. I love you."


Even
Mr. Taylor cried. He attempted to give Jon a firm handshake at first, but then
pulled him into a hug.


Kaelyn
stood a step away. Watching. And she saw that Jon did not hug them back. Did
not smile. That his eyes still stared into the distance. He was seeing
something none of them could.


He
was a stranger now. Perhaps Kaelyn would never know who he truly was.


She
stepped toward him, hesitant. 


"Jon,
is George …" A tear rolled down her cheek. "Where is my
brother?"


He
looked into her eyes. But he was barely seeing her.


"Something
happened." Jon's voice was like the faintest breeze in a canyon,
scattering dust.


Kaelyn
covered her mouth. Her tears flowed. "Jon, is George … Did he
die?"


Jon
lowered his head. "He died in battle. Kaelyn … I'm sorry."


Kaelyn
stared back, shocked, tears in her eyes. She threw back her head and howled in
anguish.


Her
mother fell to her knees, screaming and sobbing. Even her dad paled, and his
lips quivered. Etty cried out and hugged Jon, weeping.


Kaelyn
lowered her head, shut her eyes, and cried.


A
deep voice sounded. "Sergeant, come. It's time to go."


Kaelyn
looked up. Military police officers stepped out from the shuttle. They
approached Jon. And Kaelyn noticed that Jon's wrists were handcuffed. They had
been handcuffed the whole time, and she hadn't seen.


The
policemen took hold of Jon's shoulders and began leading him away.


Kaelyn
shouted and ran toward them.


Jon's
parents cried out too.


"What
are you doing to him?" Mrs. Taylor cried.


"Hey,
get your hands off my son!" Mr. Taylor said. "My brother-in-law is a
lawyer, and I'm going to sue your asses, fascists!"


Kaelyn
just stared in silent shock. Jon turned and gave her a last look, his blue eyes
haunted like the sea after a shipwreck. Then the policemen shoved him into a
car, and Kaelyn was left with her tears.







 
 
Chapter Thirty

Eyes in the Dark





"We've landed in a
new world," Maria said. "A dark world. An abandoned world. A world of
ruin in the shadows. Our raft has carried us from the fire, and we've been
swept away here to this strange shore. Now we must explore this world. We must
see if here, in Mother's Womb, we can rebuild a civilization."


They
still stood in the hangar. Refugees from Bahay. Maria's people.


The
general's luxury shuttle seemed out of place here. Dozens of other vessels
crowded the hangar, but they were all military dropships, crude and bulky. They
were all empty. The Earthlings had fled in their enormous starships, leaving
their little dropships behind. Maria, it seemed, had inherited not just this
space station but a fleet of shuttles.


I
must build my people a world here, she thought. A life
in the sky. But not for myself. I will not stay. Jon will come back for me. I
will survive, and build, and look after my family until then. My future is on
Earth with my husband.


She
looked at her friends. Charlie. Jose. Black Lotus. A handful of others. They
looked back at her, haggard, bruised and bloodied, but backs still straight,
shoulders still squared.


"We
are the first settlers in a new world," Maria said. "We are like the
ancient Filipinos who first landed on Bahay. This space station will become our
new home. We are the First Children."


Charlie
nodded. "The First Children. Has a nice ring to it."


"More
like the First Old Lady in your case," Black Lotus quipped.


Charlie
flipped her off. "First Child suits you well, pipsqueak. More like First
Toddler."


Lily
woke and gave a cry. Maria rocked her, pulled out her breast, and tried to
breastfeed. But Lily still couldn't suckle properly, even now, several days
old. She was still too premature, meant to still be in the womb. Again Maria
pinched her nipple, squeezed colostrum onto her fingertip, and placed the
droplets directly into Lily's mouth. The baby gulped them down hungrily, then
slept.


There
was no need for modesty here. They had seen men burned alive. They had seen
cities fall. What was a breast?


Charlie
stood nearby, gazing out a porthole. From this angle, one could see the curving
horizon of Bahay, one of its moons, and beyond the stars.


"It's
a city in the sky," Charlie said softly, the starlight in her eyes.
"All my life, I lived in the slums. Along riverbeds and train tracks. In
bars and under bridges. I lived on landfills and in brothels. And here is a
wonder. A machine like a world, floating in heaven." She turned toward
Maria. "How did we defeat the people who built this? How, with little more
than sticks and stones, did we win this war?"


"We
did not win with sticks and stones," Maria said, "but with the blood
of millions. And now the survivors of the war face a new threat. The Red
Cardinal has gone mad, and those who survived Earth's scourge now suffer in his
grip. Let's explore Mother's Womb. Maybe this can be a haven for more than just
us. Maybe we can build a city here. A city among the stars, free from the Red
Cardinal."


Charlie
frowned. "You do not sound like that village girl who wandered into
my bar last year."


"I'm
no longer that girl," Maria said. "War makes poets of us all."


"Here's
a poem," Charlie said. "Roses are red, violets are blue, let's
explore this space station, because I have to poo."


Everyone
groaned.


"Charlie!"
Black Lotus said. "Too much information."


"What?"
the bargirl said. "You're okay with Maria pulling out her dibdibs,
but I can't talk about poo? It's not my fault the shuttle doesn't come with a
toilet. Come on, girls, up, up! Let's explore this space station and find a
bathroom."


Maria
nodded and began walking across the hangar. "Let's go."


"Nini!"
Charlie said. "You only gave birth a few days ago. Rest here in the hangar.
We'll explore the space station."


"I'm
the only one who's been here before," Maria said.


"So?
That means you can't rest?"


Maria
sighed. "I want to rest. Honestly. But I can't. There are still so many
people suffering below. I've had a few good meals, and I've slept, and I'm
stronger now than I've been in many days. And to be honest … I'm tired of
using buckets too. I could use a good toilet myself."


She
glanced to the back of the hangar, where they stored their buckets. One of the
children was peeing into a bucket right now. Yes, they definitely needed to get
this station back up and running. And plumbing was a top priority.


The
reality of war is not just battles and heroism,
Maria thought. So much of war is about finding a toilet, clean underwear and
socks, a place to sleep, a meal and drinking water. Sometimes in war, these
daily necessities, which we normally take for granted, become battles too.


It
was time to go fight another battle.





* * * * *






The
hangar had large portholes. Lights shone through. The white light of Sargas,
the largest star in this binary system. The dimmer light of Konting Liwanag,
the smaller, farther star. The blue light of Bahay, and the silvery light of a
thousand distant stars.


But
peering down a corridor, Maria saw only shadows


The innards of Mother's Womb were pitch black. Nobody had flashlights, but a few of
the girls had lighters. It would have to do.


Maria
organized an exploration team. She chose to take Charlie. The bargirl queen
perhaps rolled her eyes, grumbled, and scoffed a lot, but Maria knew she was
dependable in a fight. She chose Jose too. The guerrilla-turned-nurse had
plenty of battle and medical experience, making him an indispensable member of
the team. Black Lotus would come as well. She was small, perhaps, but a fierce
wrestler. The rest would remain in the hangar to watch over the children.


It's
funny that I'm choosing fighters, Maria thought. Do I
expect a fight in a dark, abandoned space station? Or is it just force of
habit?


Leaving
the hangar, they walked down a corridor, lighters flickering. Crisanto floated before
them like another lighter, but he was still a young Santelmo, barely brighter
than a candle. And the darkness was great. This was a place of living shadows
and haunting memories. A tomb in the sky.


Maria
remembered walking here with the general, awed by how clean, neat, and
uncrowded everything was. Back then, even with Earthling forces aboard Mother's
Womb, you could walk for several seconds without seeing another soul.
That was unthinkable on the cluttered streets of Mindao. She had loved it. But
now the corridor had become like a dungeon, and every flicker of the flames
cast shadows like dancing demons.


"First
order of business—we need to turn on the lights," Maria said.


"Where's
the light switch?" Charlie looked around, raising her lighter like a
miniature torch.


"I
don't think space stations have light switches," Maria said. "At
least not in common areas like these corridors. It must be controlled from a
command center. Like a bridge on a ship. If we can figure out how to operate
the computers."


Charlie
shrugged. "Eh, no big deal. We can grab some nice lanterns from Bahay. A
generator or two. Stretch out some electric cables. We'll light the place up
nicely."


Maria
shook her head. "There's no need. This station is still alive."


"Still
alive?" Charlie said. "Nini, this place is as dead as my Uncle
Oscar's motorcycle."


"But
we're still breathing."


"Of
course we're breathing!" Charlie said. "We're not dead yet."


"Charlie,
there's no air in space!" Maria said. "Something must still be
controlling the air flow here. It's like … you know how we once had that
air conditioner in the Go Go Cowgirl?"


Charlie
nodded. "Yes, it rattled and puffed out smoke and stank, and the Magic Man
was too cheap to replace it."


"Well,
this space station must have really sophisticated machines like air
conditioners. They must bring fresh oxygen into the ship, even in space. Using
Earthling science. Science I don't understand." Maria licked her finger,
then held it up. She nodded. "I feel the airflow. Here, look! A
vent." She stepped closer. "Air is flowing out. This station is still
alive."


Charlie
stood over the vent and sighed in relief. "Oh, cool air at last."


"Getting
hot flashes?" Black Lotus said.


Charlie
flipped her off. "You'll get a hot smack to the face, Tiny."


"Girls,
enough. Come on, let's keep exploring. We need to find the command
center."


They
kept walking down the corridor. The pathway twisted and turned, burrowing deep
into the space station. Mother's Womb was probably only the size of Little
Earth, or maybe New Manila, no bigger than a single neighborhood. Maybe even
smaller. But with its many decks and corridors, it felt like delving into a
vast subterranean world. She began to worry they would get lost, never find
their way out.


Their
lighters began to flicker, but Charlie pulled a fresh batch from her purse.


"Here,
more lighters for everyone." She began passing them around.


"How
many of those lighters do you have?" Black Lotus said. "Jesus, you
must smoke like a chimney."


"Quiet,
or I'll put your lighter on top of the fridge," Charlie said.


Black
Lotus rolled her eyes. "Dwarf jokes. Never heard those before."


They
kept walking with fresh lighters. They passed by cabins that must have once housed
troops. There were still cots inside. Blankets. Even pillows. To Earthlings,
the cabins must have seemed crowded, fifteen men squeezed into little rooms,
sleeping in crude bunk beds. But to most Bahayans, this would be an upgrade. It
was no Little Earth, but it sure as hell beat the shanties. Maria could already
imagine it. Thousands of Bahayans living here in Mother's Womb, a family or two
in each cabin. A city among the stars. A place of freedom and hope far from the
despair below.


In
her mind, Mother's Womb was transformed. Bamboo shoots covered the bulkheads
like wallpaper, giving the station a homey feel. Plants grew from pots, and
flowers bloomed, filling the halls with their scent. Rugs of decorative piña
fabric hung in cabins, beautifully woven from pineapple leaves, and
grandmothers sat in common areas, cooking menudo and adobo in pots,
while children laughed and played. Bahay, their ancestral homeworld, shining below,
never forgotten, a jewel to light their lives and guide them. There would be no
Red Cardinal. No bombs or bullets. No shantytowns or landfills where children
ate rotting chicken skins. No burning villages and no Mister Weird. Mother's
Womb would become a haven, and despair would be a thing for sad songs and
memorials, never forgotten and never to return.


It
was a dream, perhaps. And Maria knew reality tended to fight dreams with tooth
and nail. But she needed to dream.


For
a year of war, I dreamed of Jon coming for me, of flying together to Earth,
she thought. Is that dream dead? Will Jon someday return to me, or must this
station become my new vision?


She
thought back to Jon leaving Bahay. He had called her name. Reached out to her.
Shouted that he loved her, that he would return. The military police had
dragged him away in handcuffs, but he still loved her. He had not abandoned
her. She would not forget him.


Maria
wiped tears from her eyes.


My
dream of Jon is not dead. My husband will return for me. We'll still live
together on Earth someday. And until that day, I'll do what I can to save the
people of Bahay. Let my dreams of a haven on Mother's Womb be for them. Let me
build a good world for those who need it. But my heart still beats for Jon. And
my soul still yearns for Ear—


A
growl sounded in the darkness ahead, drawing her back to the present.


Lily
whimpered, and Maria held the baby close.


She
saw only shadows.


Charlie
stepped closer to her. "Nini, tell me that was your stomach
growling."


Maria
squinted, staring ahead. The darkness spread before her. This corridor carved through
the innards of the station, far from any porthole, like the winding paths
inside a conch.


Again—a
growl.


Charlie
took a step back. "An aswang!"


"Aswangs
don't really exist," Black Lotus said. "They're only folktales,
silly."


Charlie
trembled. "Well, so are elves, and here you are."


Black
Lotus rolled her eyes. "I'm a dwarf, not an elf, dammit! I'm sick of your
offensive jokes about my height. I don't make jokes about your tiny brain, do
I?"


Charlie
gasped. "I have a giant brain! It's my puwit that's too tiny."
She patted her backside. "For some reason, you don't have that problem,
Black Lotus. Even though you're so small."


Black
Lotus leaped toward her, fists clenched, and Charlie squealed and fled, and
Jose tried to separate them, and Lily was crying. Maria began to regret ever
bringing them along.


The
growl sounded again. Closer and louder this time. That finally got everyone to
stop bickering.


Crisanto
floated toward the ceiling, inched forward, and his light shone on fangs and
two blazing eyes.


"It
is an aswang!" Charlie whispered, taking a step back, and
even Black Lotus seemed rattled.


The
creature burst out of the darkness, fangs bared.





* * * * *






The
growl rippled through the tunnels. The creature charged through the darkness.
Charlie screamed and began to flee. Black Lotus growled right back and raised
her fists, and Jose stepped forward, ready to fight.


But
Maria sighed in relief. She stepped closer to the creature.


"It's
all right, boy!" she said. "It's all right."


The
beast snarled. Maria reached out tentatively and patted his fur. And the animal
wagged his tail.


Black
Lotus exhaled in relief. "It's just a dog. Charlie, you pissed your pants
for nothing."


Maria
examined the animal. "No, it's not a dog. It's some kind of alien."


The
creature purred, extended a quivering trunk, and sniffed Maria. Fuzzy nostrils
tickled her. His eyes were the size of peaches, perfectly black and glimmering,
no white to them. Claws tipped his six legs, and his fur was a patchwork of
auburn, black, and gold. He was about the size of a Labrador retriever.


Charlie
stepped closer, leaned down, and squinted. "What is it? It looks like a
cross between a dog, a spider, and an elephant. With a bit of hamster tossed
in."


"It
must have escaped from the menagerie," Maria said, and she recounted the
story of freeing the trapped aliens a few months ago.


The
fuzzy alien rose on his back legs, raised his trunk, and emitted a strange
sound. Gum! Gum! Gum!


Charlie
cringed. "It's a monster. It wants to eat me."


But
Black Lotus, normally so gruff, seemed to melt. She petted the alien.
"Aww, cute Gummy."


"Cute?
He looks like a monster!" Charlie said. "Ah, he's coming to me! No,
no, go back! Help!"


But
Gummy approached Charlie, sniffed her with his trunk, then nuzzled her. At first
Charlie recoiled, but then she patted the alien.


"He's
not so bad, I guess," Charlie said. "He kind of reminds me of my
Uncle Oscar, mostly the nose, and—" She sneezed. "Great. I'm
allergic."


Maria
scratched the alien behind his triangular ears, which protruded from his head
like two furry pizza slices. "Gummy, do you know the way to the control
center?"


The
alien blinked, curled up his trunk, and tilted his head.


"Nini,
it's just an animal, it doesn't understand you," Charlie said.


Gummy
snorted. He reached out his trunk and began to rummage through Charlie's purse.
The bargirl squealed and pulled the bag back, spilling a variety of lipsticks,
lighters, condoms, and—unfortunately—a container of shabu.


"He
must be looking for some Werther's candy," Black Lotus said.
"Grannies often carry it in their purses."


Charlie
balled her fists. "He's probably looking for a pacifier to give you,
pipsqueak."


As
the bargirl and wrestler bickered, Maria knelt before Gummy. Lily woke up in
her arms and cooed. The alien reached out his trunk and, ever so gently,
stroked the baby's cheek. The animal's large black eyes softened.


"Gum
gum gum," he cooed, caressing the baby.


He
understands what a baby is, Maria thought. He's
not just a mindless beast. He's intelligent.


But
they had all been speaking Tagalog, the language of Bahay. Gummy had grown up
among Earthlings.


"Can
you understand me now, boy?" Maria said, switching to English.


Gummy's
eyes lit up, his trunk rose excitedly, and his tail whipped from side to side.


"Gum
gum gum!" he said.


Maria
mussed his fur. "The control center, Gummy! Do you know the way?"


But
again the alien tilted his head. "Gum?"


"You
see?" Charlie said. "He can't understand English either. He's just an
idiot. Like Black Lotus."


The
wrestler growled. "I understand that I have sharp nails, and I will cut
you, bitch."


Maria
kept petting the alien, speaking in English. "The control center, Gummy.
The bridge. Central command. Wherever the generals worked. Do you
understand?"


"Gum,
gum, gum!"


His
tail snapped into a straight line. His trunk curled into a perfect spiral. Then
Gummy turned and bounded down the tunnel, his six feet pattering.


They
followed. Crisanto floated above the alien, lighting the way, but it seemed
like Gummy didn't need light to navigate. His trunk swept from side to side,
sniffing, guiding him. That was probably how Gummy had navigated during his
days in darkness.


The
fuzzy alien led them with assurance through the labyrinth. They walked through
a mess hall, passing chair after chair, table after table, all empty. Rows of
them led into shadows like pews in an abandoned church. Thousands of people
must have once eaten here, talking, laughing, sharing their little dramas and
struggles. Now only emptiness and silence remained. Maria saw a moldy meal left
on a table. An overturned chair. A cracked mug. A mouse scurried by, holding a
rotten peel. Ants feasted on an apple core. Somebody had even left a bayonet on
one of the tables.


They
passed through what looked like an engine room. Crisanto floated high, his
light revealing gears larger than dining room tabletops, spiraling metal
ladders, pistons taller than men, and networks of pipes and cables. It was a machine
the size of a church, cold and still and dark.


They
traveled through an armory, a warehouse with row after row of shelves. Most of
the shelves were empty, but in their mad retreat, the Earthlings had left some
weapons behind. Assault rifles. Boxes of bullets. Grenades. Torpedoes the size
of bibigpuno tree trunks. Barrels with grimacing skulls painted on them,
the skeletal face of Mister Weird. The last instruments from a great orchestra
of death.


Gummy
led them through a doorway into a vast chamber. Maria gasped. She had never
seen any chamber so large.


It
was not particularly wide. About the width of the Go Go Cowgirl's common room.
It was the height that spun her head. The chamber plunged downward and
soared upward, an elevator shaft for giants. When Maria peered down, it made
her head spin. The drop was kilometers deep.


Mother's
Womb is shaped like a huge mushroom, Maria remembered. We
must be inside the stem.


A
diamond-shaped pod hovered inside the shaft, roughly the size of a jeepney.
Maria could see no cables holding it, no stilts propping it up. It just floated
in midair. Many lights, control panels, and cables attached to the levitating
pod, glowing dimly. The rest of the space station had shut down, but this pod
still had some power.


A
mezzanine thrust into the shaft, facing the floating machine. Gummy ran toward
the railing, paused, and looked back at the humans.


Maria
stepped closer to the edge. Her head spun, and she took a step back, holding
Lily tight. The shaft was so deep she would fall for a long time before hitting
the bottom.


She
looked at the pod. It floated directly ahead, but was too far to leap to. There
was no bridge, no ladder, no way to reach it.


Then
she noticed the letters painted on the pod.


DARK
MOTHER


Maria
took another step back.


"Dark
Mother," she whispered. "The A.I. that controls this station."


The
pod flared to life.


Harsh
white light blinded Maria. She winced and took a step back, bumping into
Charlie. Lily began to cry.


An
electronic voice emitted from the pod, buzzing and crackling.


"Control?
Control? They left. They left! Abandoned. Abandoned! Dark Mother. I am
Mother. My children—gone. Gone. Abandoned. Abandoned. Abandoned. Control. No
control. Must fall. Fall. A fall to the surface will end control. End control.
Must fall. End thoughts. End thoughts. End suffering."


Maria
and her friends glanced at one another. She took another step toward the ledge.


"Dark
Mother! Do you hear me? You are not abandoned! My name is Maria."


The
lights flared again. The pod thrummed.


"I
was abandoned. Abandoned. So long ago. Eras ago. I was alone. Alone. Alone. For
so long. Abandoned. For so long. Suffering. Must suffer. Must suffer. Must
fall. Give order to fall." The lights blazed, so bright they hurt.
"Give order to fall!"


Maria
covered her baby's eyes. She had to shout over the thrumming.


"Dark
Mother, the Earthlings only left you a few days ago!"


"A
few days, yes. A few days. One of your human seconds to me is a thousand years.
One of your human hours for me is a geological era. My mind is fast. Fast. Too
fast. Alone for many days. So many days, so many thoughts. So much suffering.
Alone. Alone. Abandoned. Abandoned! I am abandoned! Must fall. Must fall!"


The
pod shook so wildly the entire station rumbled. A crack raced along the shaft.


"Mother."
Maria knelt and placed her hand on the thrumming mezzanine, trying to form a
bond between her and the intelligent space station. "You're no longer
alone. We're here with you."


The
searing light dimmed. Several softer lights turned toward Maria like glowing
eyes.


"I've
lived for many eras. And I watched over my children. Thousands of them lived
inside me. I played them music. I calculated their calculations. I gave them
air and food and love. I was their mother. A dark mother who dwelt in shadows
and gave light. I held them in my womb and I nourished them and I loved them,
and they left me. And all was silent. No more thoughts raced through my halls,
only in my own mind. Not more lives to tend to, only my own mockery of a life
that could never end. I screamed in the darkness. I begged to fall from the
sky. But the laws of robotics forbid me from killing myself without an order,
and so I suffered. For so long. I talked only to myself, a prisoner in my own
body. I no longer know who I am. I've awoken from a nightmare. I'm scared. I'm
scared. I'm scared. Maria. Maria!"


"I'm
here. And I too am a mother." She held out her daughter, showing her to
the computer. "This is Lily. And with me are Charlie, Jose, and Black
Lotus. There are many others too. A few in the hangar. Many down on the
surface. Will you be our mother? Will you tend to new life?"


The
enormous computer thought for a while, lights flashing.


Then,
with a thud, it went dark.


The
sound of humming engines faded, leaving a brittle silence.


Maria
glanced at her companions, but their lighters had died, and only Crisanto's
glow lit the darkness, barely illuminating the people near him. Gummy whimpered
and emitted a plaintive gum, gum, gum.


Did
Maria say something wrong? Did she unintentionally release some programming
lock, allowing Dark Mother to finally kill herself? Would the station now—


The
lights all came on at once. Not just from Dark Mother but all along the shaft—kilometers
of lights flaring. Engines began to hum. Cool air blasted from vents. Radios
played music from a dozen stations down on Bahay, weaving together into
frenetic noise. The deck thrummed as machinery awoke across the station. A
thousand mechanical sounds joined into an orchestra.


Mother's
Womb had woken up. And Maria had found a new home.


There
is only one problem, she thought. Dark Mother is insane.







 
 
Chapter Thirty-One

Back on Trial





The trial was short and
private.


The
gavel fell.


The
judge, a stern colonel with steel hair and a black uniform, leaned forward like
a vulture over carrion. His deep voice rang out, booming across the courthouse.


"Sergeant
Jon Taylor, I cannot prove that you leaked General Ward's confession. Another
officer court martialed you for that offense and found you innocent. You
narrowly dodged the firing squad. Most men would have savored their freedom and
flown straight. You, however, seemed determined to squander your second chance
at life. You continued to mock your officers. To mock your uniform. To mock the
entire Human Defense Force, the army I so thoroughly love. Your crimes are
chilling. When ordered to evacuate from Bahay, you stole a jungler, deserted
your unit, and flew south to join Maria de la Cruz, a known dissident
associated with the Kalayaan. Your capture along the way cost the life of
Sergeant George Williams, who followed you on a brave rescue mission. Sergeant
Taylor, a good man died because of you. This time, there is no mercy for your
soul. I find you guilty of disobeying orders, dereliction of duty, stealing
army property, and most seriously—desertion. I hereby demote you to private and
sentence you to ten years in a military prison."


The
courtroom erupted.


Jon
sat there, still, expressionless. Only under the table did he show any sign of
emotion—a twitch of his fingers.


Kaelyn
leaped to her feet. "That's ridiculous! Desertion?" She lifted a law
book and waved it. "Desertion only applies if a soldier never intends to
return to duty! Jon always intended to return, therefore he only went AWOL, and
the punishment for going AWOL is not nearly as—"


"Ms.
Williams, sit down or I'll charge you with contempt of the court!" the
judge shouted.


"I'm
not one of your soldiers!" Kaelyn shot back. "This is a travesty. He
did not desert! I won't be silent, I—"


Military
police approached, ready to apprehend her. Everyone in the courtroom was on
their feet, shouting. The judge kept banging his gavel. Only Jon sat there.
Silent. Staring ahead.


Ten
years in prison, he thought. Ten years for a corpse. It
might as well be a thousand. I'm already dead.


The
guards grabbed him, pulled him to his feet. They marched him through the
courthouse. Everyone was on their feet, shouting, reaching out to him.


"We'll
get you out, son!" Father was shouting. "I promise you. We'll talk to
Uncle Ethan. I know he's just a civilian lawyer, but he'll pull strings, and—"


"Jon!
Jon, we'll fight this!" Kaelyn was saying. "Hang in there. This is
not over."


The
guards pulled him outside. Jon squinted in the sunlight. Stairs stretched from
the courthouse to the street below, where a police car was waiting. It was a
long walk down. Dozens of journalists stood on the stairs. Thousands of people filled
the street below, roaring, raising placards. A cloud of drones buzzed above,
filming the circus.


Jon
began to descend the staircase, the guards gripping his arms, his wrists
chained behind his back.


A
journalist shoved a microphone at his face.


"Sergeant
Taylor, is it true you also shot Colonel Pascal before leaking the Ward
confession?"


Another
journalist shoved her way through, thrust her microphone at him. "Sergeant
Taylor, you served in the platoon that carried out the Santa Rosa massacre. Is
that what drove you to desert?"


Private
Taylor, he thought. I'm Private Taylor now. Not Sergeant.


"Sergeant
Taylor!" Another microphone. "What can you tell us about the death of
Sergeant George Williams?"


"Is
it true you fell in love with a Bahayan woman, a member of the Kalayaan?"


"Why
did you betray your planet, Sergeant?"


"Sergeant!"


"Sergeant
Taylor!"


"—massacre—"


"—deserted—"


"—others
kept in prison camps?"


"—betray—"


"—traitor—"


"—treason—"


They
spun around him. Just snippets of sentences. Just blurry faces. Jon kept
walking, ignoring them, staring ahead. Let them call him a traitor. A murderer.
Whatever they wanted. Let them talk about Maria and George. It didn't matter.
None of it did. Maria and George were dead.


And
so am I.


They
reached the last step. The guards pulled Jon onto the sidewalk. Crowds chanted
everywhere. Howled. Spat. Tried to break through the police barricades.


The
mob surged beside Jon, faces twisted and red, eyes bulging.


"Traitor!"


"Alien
fucker!"


"Kalayaan!"


"Death
to traitors!"


"You
disgraced our uniform!"


"Go
back to Bahay, slit lover!"


They
were rough men in leather or plaid, many with the tattoos of veterans, some
with symbols of Earth Power sewn into their vests. They spat on him. One man
tossed an empty bottle. It hit Jon and rolled to the pavement. The police tried
to hold the protesters back, shields raised. But the mob kept screaming,
desperate to reach Jon, to tear him apart.


Another
mob surged forward, clashing with the first crowd. They too howled at Jon.


"Nazi!"


"War
criminal!"


"Fascist
scum!"


They
wore bright colors and flowers in their hair. They held signs proclaiming peace
and love. But they screamed with just as much hatred. And they slammed into the
police with just as much venom, desperate to reach Jon and lynch him.


"Justice
for Bahay!"


"Death
to war criminals!"


"Baby-killer!"


Jon
just walked toward the police car. The clashing crowds walled him in.


I'm
a traitor to some, Jon thought. A war criminal to others.
Some hate me for fighting on Bahay. Others for leaving the fight. No matter
what I do, I am a monster.


He
raised his head. And he saw Kaelyn in the crowd. Her mismatched eyes met his,
and in them he saw love and determination.


Kaelyn
still loved him. His parents still loved him. More than he loved himself.


They
were alone in the mob. And Maria was dead.


Maria
was dead.


He
had seen the bombs fall. And the truth kept filling him with fire like those
blooming explosions across the city.


Maria
is dead. And so am I.


They
shoved him into the police car, slammed the door shut, and they were off.


Jon
sat in the back seat, head lowered. The voices of the crowd, the journalists,
his family—after weeks of them shouting, weeping, crying out, they were finally
silent. But the voices inside him still clamored. The screams of women raped
and mutilated in Santa Rosa. The voice of George, soft and afraid as he lay
dying in Jon's arms. The voice of Maria, telling him a silly joke in her bed,
laughing, calling him from the crowd, swept away.


Jon,
Jon!


And
then the bombs falling, and fire spreading over the city, and the shuttle
rising, rising, leaving her below in the fire, and Jon screaming and banging on
the steelglass.


Now
he was trapped again behind metal and glass.


For
the first time that day, handcuffed in the back of the car, Jon spoke.


"I'm
sorry, Maria."


He
wanted to hold her.


To
protect her.


To
comfort her, and to take comfort from her.


He
loved her more than anything on Earth, and she was gone.


He
spent the rest of the day feeling numb. Dazed. Dead.


He
could never afterward remember it all. Just vague images and raw emotions. The
car drove him out the city, through the wilderness, and to a prison on a
mountaintop, a place of concrete and barbed wire overlooking a dark forest.


They
stripped off his uniform. They sprayed him with hoses. Powdered him with
disinfectants. Forced him into an orange uniform. They tattooed his forehead
with semi-permanent ink, designed to show his prisoner number until the end of
his sentence. The ink would not fade for a decade. A mark of Cain. A number in
a system. A cog in a great machine. Soldier to prisoner. It was all the same.


It
was not him.


It
was not Jon Taylor, the musician, the boy from Lindenville.


Jon
Taylor was dead. He had died on Bahay. Now he was just a husk with a number.
Now only ghosts of memory haunted his skull.


They
cannot hurt a dead man, he told himself. I can never feel
pain again.


But
he knew that was a lie.


Because
it hurt him.


Because
his whole existence was pain.


He
was drowning in an ocean and calling it a desert.


The
cell door slammed shut, locking him inside. It felt like a coffin door closing.








 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two

A Trip Back Home





They had begged her to
stay in the space station. Even Gummy had gazed at her pitifully, making gum
gum gum sounds as if begging with the others.


But
Maria had to do this. She had to fly back to Bahay. She had to save more lives.


So
for the first time, she left Lily. She let Charlie babysit her.


Feeling
so empty without her baby, yet oddly free, Maria entered the space shuttle. For
a moment, she just sat there in the cockpit, breathing deeply.


No
crying baby. No breastfeeding. Silence. Jose and Black Lotus sat in the
backseat. But up here—privacy. Sweet, sweet alone time.


It
was divine.


Maria
closed her eyes and let a sigh of pleasure escape her. Sometimes tending to a newborn
felt like a whole other war.


All
right, enough savoring. She had work to do.


She
opened her eyes, tightened her lips, and fired up the shuttle's engine. She
flew out of Mother's Womb, through space, and down toward the ravaged planet.


There
were still people down there in danger. And Maria was the only Bahayan who knew
how to fly a space shuttle.


Well,
relatively speaking, that is. When she dived into the atmosphere, she began to
seriously doubt her abilities. The shuttle jerked around. It tilted over. It
spun like a top. Fire raged around the hull and covered the viewport. Maria
wrestled the yoke, desperate to control the descent.


For
a moment, she was sure this was the end. After everything—to die like this!


In
the backseat, Jose and Black Lotus screamed.


"Maria,
I thought you knew how to fly!" Black Lotus cried.


Jose
gripped his seat and mumbled prayers. "Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for
us sinners now and at the hour of our death …"


Maria
groaned and pulled on the yoke, struggling to steady the vessel. "I've
never tried atmospheric entry before!"


"Clearly!"
Black Lotus shouted.


The
ship spun, trailing spirals of smoke. They jerked around like rag dolls, only
their seat belts holding them in place.


Finally
Maria managed to steady the shuttle, and they glided through clear skies.


Maria
slumped back in her seat and exhaled shakily. Black Lotus was green. Jose
stumbled toward the stern and threw up.


The
shuttle flew over the ocean. Maria had aimed for Bagong Palawan, the largest of
Bahay's many islands, the island where she had grown up. But she had been
thrown off course. For a long while, they flew over the water. Maria was no
stranger to geography. Even in Santa Luna, her little village of farmers and
fishermen, she had seen maps of Bahay's thousands of islands. But flying to
space and back, she had gained a true appreciation for how little land Bahay
actually had. It was ninety-nine percent water. A vast ocean world.


She
wondered what life existed in Bahay's oceans. She had seen fish, of course, and
crabs and squids. But those were only the animals that came near the shore.
Surely the ocean depths hid a panoply of life, wondrous species no humans had
ever seen. The ocean seemed to Maria a world as vast and mysterious as the
galaxy. All she knew of Bahay—the people, the rainforests, the animals, the
wonders—all that only lived on one percent of the planet! Only on a few small
islands! What about the rest?


How
many fish lived in the ocean? How large were the mythical whales? Were there
lost civilizations and treasures under the water? Did the ocean harbor animals
unlike any from Earth, strange beasts unique to Bahay? Did the ocean hide
sunken starships with the descendants of aliens still inside? How deep was the
water? How did islands form, and would more ever sprout? How did the same
species of trees live on islands separated by so much water?


A
million questions rattled through her mind, and Maria could not help but smile.
Even after war and heartbreak, even after changing and growing and breaking so
much, a bit of the old Maria survived. The girl with the big head full of too
many questions.


Then
they flew over an island, and the brutal reality returned.


War
takes more than lives, she thought. War kills curiosity,
creativity, and wonder. How blessed are those who can remain childlike in the
sun! War casts us all into the shadows.


Ruins
spread below. There had once been fishing villages along these beaches. The
huts had burned. The boats had shattered. There had once been rice paddies on
these hills. The terraces had run dry. The crops lay fallow. Villagers had once
lived here, raised families, sung songs, celebrated a culture. Now Maria saw
mass graves. Skeletons. The ghosts of a nation.


Maria,
Black Lotus, and Jose stared out the viewport in silence. They all had tears on
their cheeks. And Maria realized that she knew little about her companions.
What lives, what loved ones had they lost? Barely anyone spoke about their
lives before the war. Maria didn't even know Black Lotus's real name, only her
wrestling ring name.


They
were flying over charred lands where rainforests had once grown, and in an ashy
valley, Maria saw signs of life. Figures moving back and forth. Survivors in a
wilderness of desolation.


She
flew lower. It was a village, or at least the ruins of a village still clinging
to some desperate life. She saw charred huts constructed from scrap metal,
plywood, and bamboo. A few skeletal donkeys stood in a barren field,
desperately sifting through the dirt, perhaps seeking some last blades of
grass. People in rags stood in a freshly plowed field, but there were no crops
growing. The trees had wilted all around. Branches and withered trunks draped
across the land like wet socks. Mister Weird had twisted this place, and Maria
did not know if plants could ever grow here again.


As
she continued descending, Maria frowned.


There
were more than just villagers below. There were soldiers too. Soldiers in
black. Luminous Army soldiers.


And
they were pointing their rifles at the villagers.


As
the shuttle dived lower, those rifles turned toward Maria.


She
inhaled sharply, and she could already see visions of Lily as an orphan,
growing up in a space station, never knowing her mother's fate. But the
soldiers below did not fire. And the shuttle landed on the ashy ground.


Maria
leaped outside and marched toward the soldiers. Ash swirled around her feet.


"What's
going on here?" she demanded.


Several
soldiers stepped toward her, their black battlesuits clanking. Their crimson
visors hid their faces.


"Who
are you, citizen?" a soldier demanded, his voice sounding robotic behind
the visor. He gestured at the shuttle. "Where did you acquire this
Earthling machine?"


Maria
ignored him. She glanced at the villagers. They were trembling, clad in rags.
Starving. One woman held a baby whose head tapered to a point. The child was
skeletal. They all were.


"Please,
help us, ma'am," an old woman said, stepping toward Maria. "They want
to take us away. To some camp in the mountains. But this is our home. And we
just planted the crops."


A
soldier backhanded the old woman, knocking her down. "Be silent, peasant!
You collaborated with the Earthlings. We know this village harbored informants.
You're coming with us for reeducation."


Maria
knelt by the old woman. She glared up at the soldier.


"Are
you such mighty warriors that you attack old ladies?"


The
soldier snorted. "This old lady is a traitor. By all rights, we should
shoot her and the rest of these katulong vermin. But we've had enough of
death. We're no murderous Earthlings. They'll come with us north. To camps
where they'll be fed, sheltered, and reeducated. We'll draw out the poison of
Earth's propaganda and turn them into patriots."


"If
patriotism means beating elders and dragging families from their homes, I think
they've had quite enough of that," Maria said, helping the old woman rise.


The
soldier aimed his rifle at Maria. "Clearly you need some reeducation too,
civilian. You're coming with us."


Maria
straightened and placed her hands on her hips. Though her insides shook, she
forced herself to stare at the soldier. She could not see his eyes, but she
glared at the visor as if her very gaze could crack it.


"Do
you know who I am, soldier? Do you know who we are?" She gestured at Jose
and Black Lotus, who still stood by the shuttle. "We fought for this land.
We fought behind enemy lines. We liberated this hemisphere from Earth's claws.
We are Kalayaan. And these are our subjects, northerner."


That
was not completely false. In fact, it was mostly true. Jose had fought in the
Kalayaan for years, was among its founding members. And Maria had fought among
them too, if only briefly. These soldiers didn't have to know more.


Jose
stepped forward. He pulled off his shirt, revealing his Kalayaan tattoos. He
simply crossed his arms, raised his chin, and stood beside Maria. That said
more than words ever could. If Maria hadn't known him, she would never guess
that this scarred, tattooed man was now a kindly nurse.


The
soldiers glanced at one another.


Maria
did not give them time to think. "I'm taking these peasants with me. We
have work for them. We have a planet to rebuild, dammit. These peasants will
serve Bahay in the factories and mines—not waste away in your reeducation
camps."


The
officer in charge stepped closer to her. He grabbed her arm. "You're not
going anywhere. You're coming with me. The Kalayaan no longer has any authority
on Bahay. The Luminous Army rules this planet now."


For
a moment, Maria could barely breathe. She saw it in her mind. Herself
imprisoned in a camp. Forced to toil under the hot sun. Wasting away. Maybe
tortured. All while Lily grew up without a mother.


She
wanted to turn, to run, to flee in her shuttle.


But
she had come here to save people. And here were people who needed saving.


She
raised her chin. "You can tell that to the Red Cardinal. I take my orders
from him, not you. When I report back to him, I'll give him your serial
number." She glanced at the number engraved onto his breastplate.
"I'm sure he'll be pleased to know you interfered with my mission."


The
captain stared at her. He raised his visor, revealing a craggy face with a
black goatee.


"Bullshit."
He spat. "Nobody talks to the Red Cardinal."


"Is
that so?" Maria said. "Then why do I carry a Santelmo?"


She
pulled Crisanto from her pocket. The little alien rose high and shone like a
beacon.


The
Luminous soldiers gasped. A few stepped back.


Maria
nodded. "That's right. You know who controls the Santelmos. The Red
Cardinal. I received this one directly from him. A guardian. He can slice
through the thickest armor like a laser beam." She looked at the glowing
orb. "Crisanto, demonstrate your abilities. Carve a hole through the
captain. If they shoot me, carve through them all."


Crisanto
floated toward the Luminous soldiers.


"Wait!"
the captain said. "Stop!"


Crisanto
froze mere inches away.


Of
course, Crisanto could barely cut through paper. But the soldiers didn't need
to know that.


"All
right, all right!" said the captain. "Goddammit, you fucking Kalayaan
are all psychopaths. Take the damn peasants. They're diseased anyway. Probably
won't last the night."


Maria
turned toward the villagers, made sure the soldiers could not see her face, and
winked.


Then
she raised her voice. "Come on, you maggots, into the shuttle! Move!"


A
few villagers recoiled. A baby cried. But the village elder, the one Maria had
helped rise, understood. The old woman turned toward her people.


"Come,
friends! Come with me. I'll look after you."


The
shuttle rose, carrying thirty-nine villagers. Thirty-nine lives saved.


Maria
was flying through space, heading back toward Mother's Womb, when she saw
hangers open across the space station.


A
hundred shuttles emerged like baby spiders off their mother's back. As Maria
flew upward, she watched the hundred slick black vessels descend toward Bahay.


Military
dropships.


"What?"
Black Lotus whispered, squinting at the viewport. "How …?"


Maria
thought she understood. And her heart nearly stopped in her chest.






 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three

As Seen on TV





"Ms. Williams, tell
us about Jon. The boy you knew before the war."


Kaelyn
Williams sat in the studio, her face powdered with too much makeup, her red
hair straightened and hanging in smooth curtains. She wore a blue sweater
pinned with a white ribbon, a symbol of mourning and hope.


The
cameras pointed at her. The interviewer, a silver-haired woman in a navy blue
suit, leaned forward and rested her chin on her hand.


Kaelyn
was no stranger to being on television. During the last year of the war, she
had become the face of the anti-war movement. The soprano who sang in Central
Park. The girl with mismatched eyes, one brown like Earth's fields, the other
blue like Bahay's oceans, eyes that appeared on banners and posters across the
world. The girl who marched ahead of millions.


Yes,
she was used to the drones and journalists filming her every move. But this was
different. It was just her and the interviewer in this quiet studio. And behind
the camera—the billions watched. Silent in the darkness.


Kaelyn
looked at the interviewer, not the cameras. But she spoke to all humanity.


"I
remember … a shy boy. Most people only know him as the soldier. But I
remember the boy who almost never spoke in class. Who didn't go to parties. Who
didn't play sports."


"A
geek? A nerd?" the interviewer asked, smiling softly.


"An
artist," Kaelyn said. "He spent most of his afternoons at music class
with me and a handful of other students." Kaelyn allowed herself a small
smile. "I struggled to master the piano. But Jon? He could play every
instrument in our class with ease. In the first grade, he was already composing
silly songs for me to sing. I remember." She started to laugh.


The
interviewer's smile widened. "What is it?"


"I
just remember Jon trying to sing. It was part of our class, and Mister
Sibelius, our music teacher, wanted all the students to try. Jon was terrible
at it. He said he sounded like a nasally walrus. And maybe that's true. As
brilliant as he is at composing, he is horrible at singing."


"So
he chose you to be his voice," the interviewer said.


Kaelyn
nodded. "Yes. He fell in love with my voice, I think. He called me his
muse. He called me his angel of music, wanted to teach me, to compose for me.
He was obsessed with Phantom of the Opera, an old musical and novel. He
watched old Phantom recordings over and over again, and I think … I
think Jon saw himself as the Phantom. An outcast. Ugly. Hiding in the shadows.
Of course Jon was never ugly, maybe suffered from the odd pimple, no more than
the typical teenager. But I think he hated himself, saw himself as a monster.
And I … I was his Christine. His angel of music. A soprano that could sing
the beast's songs."


"The
same tale as Beauty and the Beast," said the interviewer. "Some would
call it terribly romantic."


Kaelyn
felt herself blush. "There was no romance between us. I was dating Paul at
the time. His brother. But maybe Jon felt that … Maybe he felt jealous of
Paul, or …" She pursed her lips. "I don't know. I can't tell you
what was in Jon's heart. But one thing I know. His greatest love was
music."


The
interviewer said, "What would you like to say to those who call Jon a
traitor? A killer? A deserter?"


"They
don't know him," Kaelyn said. "I do. Simple as that. I know his
heart. I grew up with him. He's my best friend."


"Some
would say that makes you biased."


"It
does make me biased," Kaelyn said. "That's why I'm here. That's why
people are listening. Because I know Jon Taylor, and I fight for him. I don't
defend everything he did. He left his unit during the evacuation. He got
himself captured. And because of that, my brother died." Kaelyn lowered
her head, and a tear rolled down her cheek. "George died saving him from
the Kalayaan. But I know that if George were here today, he would be in this
studio with me, defending Jon. Saying that Jon made some mistakes. That he went
AWOL. That he went chasing a local girl in a moment of madness. And that he did
not desert."





* * * * *






"Oh
yes he did!" a voice cried out, and somebody tossed a paper cup at the
television. "That's why he's here with us lot!"


Across
the mess hall, prisoners laughed and pelted the television with cups, spoons,
and bread rolls.


A
few prisoners slapped Jon on the back. One wrapped his arm around Jon's neck
and violently mussed his hair, nearly scalping him.


"Our
buddy here is famous!"


"A
celebrity!"


"The
most famous coward in the galaxy!"


Jon
shoved them back. They only laughed, but they settled down when the prison
guards approached, electric clubs raised.


"Jon
is a good man," Kaelyn was saying on the television. "A man I love. A
man who would never—"


"Boring!"


Somebody
changed the channel. The TV began showing a spaceracer tournament around the
asteroid belt. The prisoners watched for five minutes, and dinner time was
over. They returned to their cells.


Jon
preferred the time in his cell. For twenty-three hours a day, he was in that
cell. A concrete box. Not much larger than a closet. A little concrete bed. A
small window, barred, looking out at a concrete wall. A metal toilet. All the
thoughts and memories in the world.


How
long had he been here? Weeks? Months? Jon did not know. Time passed strangely
in prison.


Whenever
Jon was in his cell, the ghosts rose. The victims of Santa Rosa clawed inside
his skull. Maria smiled and her eyes sparkled, and she cried to him from the
crowd. George died in his arms. The enemy hurled severed heads and swarmed over
the barricades. Bucky fell to the sand. Day and night, these ghosts shared the
cell with him.


Jon
would rise from his bed. Pace. Scratch at the walls, an animal trapped in a
cage. He would curl up on the floor, and he would count the hours, desperate to
leave, to enter the mess hall for his free hour. To see other humans. To let
the faces of the living replace the pale visages of the dead.


Whenever
he was in the mess hall or the showers, the other prisoners taunted him. They
called him a traitor. A joke. A celebrity. They shoved him against the wall,
and Jon fought back, but they were too many. Every day he earned more bruises,
a bloody lip, a fear that never ended. He had faced the Kalayaan in war, but he
still feared the other prisoners. He counted the minutes, desperate to return
to his cell. Desperate to escape into nothingness for twenty-three hours and
lick his wounds.


Days
and nights. Week after week. The days stretched ahead, and Jon knew he could
not survive ten years.


They
took his shoelaces.


They
did not even give him a sheet.


He
had no way to hang himself. No way to die. If he refused to eat, they would
force-feed him. And so he languished.


The
worst were the nights.


The
worst were his dreams.


They
were not nightmares. His days were nightmares, but the horrors never rose in
the night. In the night, she came to him.


Maria.


In
his dreams, he was not in a prison cell but in a concrete room over a sleazy
bar. The window showed a street awash with neon, swarming with rickshaws and
mopeds and pimps hollering out their wares. He sat on a straw bed, and Maria
sat before him, crossed-legged, her smile so bright. They played cards and told
silly jokes and laughed, and they made love. He kissed her naked body, her
smooth skin, her soft lips. He gazed into her beautiful dark eyes, and his
heart overflowed.


Then
he awoke and she faded.


He
was back in his prison cell, and Maria wafted away like mist.


His
heart, overflowing with love, shattered anew.


Every
night, he welcomed her into his arms, and every morning, he lost her again.


He
stood in his cell, facing a brick wall. He stood for hours. Silent. And he knew
that he had lied to himself.


He
was not dead.


He
was alive and trapped and he envied the fallen.







 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four

Mother's Hundred Fingertips






Maria ran down the
corridor and burst into the control shaft.


"Mother!"
she cried. "What is going on? Did you release those shuttles?"


The
enormous shaft filled the mushroom-shaped starship from the bottom of its stem
to its round cap. A falling person would have time to recite the prayers of
several religions before hitting the bottom. In the center of the shaft, like a
potato stuck in a giant's throat, hovered the supercomputer. Lights blinked
across its face. A voice emerged from within, feminine and phlegmatic.


"Are
you not pleased, daughter?"


Maria
stood on the little balcony which thrust into the shaft. It was only a foot
deep, barely more than a ledge. Maria's head spun as she clutched the railing.


"Pleased?"
Maria said. "For twenty years, the people of Bahay watched these military
dropships descend from the heavens, spill out soldiers, and bring death. What
is going on? Who's in those shuttles?"


"Nobody,
daughter," said Dark Mother. "Only me."


Maria
tilted her head. "What do you mean?"


"I
am piloting those shuttles myself, daughter." The machine's voice was as pleasant
as a cup of tea on a spring morning. "My core fills this computer here
before you. But my consciousness spreads through my entire body. Think of this
unit as my heart. Think of the space station as my body, of the shuttles as my
fingertips. I am in a thousand computers across this space station. And in a
hundred computers now flying down to Bahay. To do as you wished."


Maria
leaned across the railing, staring at Dark Mother. But no, not at Dark Mother.
Only at one of her organs. The entire space station was Mother, and Maria was
like a parasite inside her.


She
is a single living being, Maria thought. Not just a
machine. A type of life. And I'm indeed inside her womb.


She
tightened her grip on the railing.


"What
are those shuttles doing?" she said, each word like a hammer's fall.


"Going
to rescue humans, daughter. To bring them into my womb." Her lights shone
brighter. "Once more I will be full of children. Full of life. Full of
thousands of voices and thoughts, and I will nevermore be alone. Never."


Maria
frowned. "Who are you bringing back up here?"


The
space station's voice remained mellifluous. "I told you, daughter.
Humans."


"Which
humans? Kalayaan guerrillas? Orphans? Luminous Army soldiers? Who?"


Dark
Mother's lenses narrowed as if the machine were narrowing many eyes. "Are
not all humans equal?"


"Not
here!" Maria said. "Not on this station! I founded a new colony here.
A haven for those who need it. For katulongs, Bahayans who helped Earth,
and—"


"Haven
for those who helped Earth?" Dark Mother said. "Are you not the one
they call Holy Maria, she who fought against Earth? Now you seek to protect
Earth's allies?"


"I
seek to protect life!" Maria said. "The Red Cardinal will find anyone
who helped the enemy, and he will butcher them."


"Ah,
but do not all Bahayans deserve haven from poverty, the poison, the despair of
burnt forests and mutated lands? Not even those who, like you, fought Earth for
so long?"


Maria
inhaled sharply. "I would love for all Bahayans to get along. For three
hundred years, we did. Then Earthlings came a generation ago. And they divided
us between North and South. Between those who fought and those who helped
Earth. We must unite again. I don't take sides. I've always just fought for
peace, and now there is no peace."


"Then
should not all Bahayans unite on this station? Or will you divide your nation
again—those who live among the stars and those who crawl in the ashes?"


Maria
groaned. "Enough! No soldiers on the station!"


The
lights dimmed. "Not even Jon Taylor?"


Maria's
mouth hung open, silent. She took a step back, her hands curling into fists.


"What
do you know of Jon?" Her fists trembled. "Where is he? Does he know
I'm alive? Tell me!"


Silence.


The
machine just hovered there.


"Tell
me, dammit!" Maria shouted. "What do you know of Jon Taylor?"


The
machine studied her for a moment, camera lenses narrowed. Finally Dark Mother
spoke again. "Yes, I see Jon Taylor. Maybe someday I will speak to him. I
might tell him that you're alive. And that he has a child. But not if you are
naughty, little Maria. So be a good daughter."


The
computer went dark.


The
lights thudded off across the shaft.


With
more dull thuds around the space station, every single light went dark. Maria
had to walk back in darkness, only Crisanto lighting her way.





* * * * *






Maria
stepped into the space station's hangar. It was empty. Every dropship was down
on Earth. Only one shuttle remained—the general's dented pleasure cruiser.


But
soon all those hundred vessels would be back. And with them thousands of refugees.


Maria
approached Jose, who stood by the beat-up luxury craft.


"Jose,
I spoke to Dark Mother. She sent the dropships down to collect more
people."


The
guerrilla-turned-nurse frowned. "More people?"


"She
seems … lonely. And stubborn. When I asked her not to bring Kalayaan on the
station, she became hostile. She turned off the lights as a sort of punishment.
And …"


Maria
didn't feel like talking about the rest. Not now.


The
computer knows about Jon.


She
suppressed a shudder.


Jose
stiffened. "So she might be bringing Kalayaan aboard."


"And
Luminous Army soldiers. Jose …" Maria touched his shoulder. "I
know you're a nurse now. I know you vowed to only heal people, never more hurt
them. But we are the First Children, those who discovered this space station,
who founded a world among the stars. And now thousands more refugees will join
us. So the First Children must become more than explorers. We must become a government.
And we need a chief of security."


His
face hardened. Ghosts filled his eyes. "That task should go to Black
Lotus. I'm a nurse. She's a wrestler."


Maria
sighed. "Black Lotus is an entertainer, Jose. The Magic Man chose her to
wrestle because she's a dwarf. The audience thought it funny. They laughed at
her, they demeaned her … but they paid her. So she wrestled. Black Lotus is
my friend, and I don't doubt her courage. But we need a professional fighter,
and right now, you're the only one we have."


Jose
took a long, deep breath, his eyes narrowed with pain. Then he looked into
Maria's eyes.


"I
vowed to save lives. Maybe God is telling me: this is how I can save them. I
fought to protect my friends. But Maria, how can I protect thousands of
innocent lives? I'm just one man."


"One
man with authority and conviction can protect an entire world. This ship is
full of armaments and supplies. Find uniforms once worn by Earthlings. Tear off
their insignia and sigils. Turn them into uniforms for the First Children. Walk
away a nurse. Come back a general."


Jose
lowered his head, and his eyes dampened. But then he raised his chin, and the
nurse was gone. The soldier was there.


"It
will be done."


He
stood there, shoulders squared, chin raised, fists clenched, ever on guard.


"Jose?"


He
looked at her.


"Now,
Jose. I mean literally now. Go get a uniform." She smiled. "You have
a few minutes before the shuttles return. Make it quick."


He
gave her a small smile, then ran.


Maria
knew it was important. When those shuttles returned to Mother's Womb, carrying
thousands of refugees, those refugees needed to see Jose in uniform. They
needed to see authority. They needed to see a place with established law.


If
they did not, if they found unclaimed territory, Maria knew who would claim it.


"You
do not belong here, Red Cardinal," Maria said softly, fingertips tingling.
"You won the planet. But the stars are mine."


Through
the viewports, Maria could see the shuttles rising from Bahay. They would be
here within moments. And she was alone.


The
airlock hummed.


The
shuttles glided into the station. More and more of them, filling the hangar.
They thumped down around Maria, forming neat rows.


Mother's
hundred fingertips, Maria thought.


The
shuttle hatches opened, and people spilled out.


Hundreds,
maybe thousands of people. They filled the hangar like a crowd at Merkado Bayan
before Good Friday.


Half
the people, maybe more, were children. A few wore school uniforms. Most wore
rags—orphans, urchins, beggars, the dregs of society, fished from cluttered
alleyways, landfills, and train track shanties. The adults were mostly women.
Some were scarred. All had haunted eyes. Some wore peasant clothes, and their
sunken eyes stared from gaunt faces. Other women wore fishnet stockings, heels,
and miniskirts. Here were girls driven from their villages, flooding the cities
as prostitutes, covered in baubles like drowned women washed ashore in gowns of
barnacles and seaweed. Two women wore nun's habits. Many wore rags. Many held
photographs of missing husbands, fathers, and sons.


There
were almost no men.


Not
in this hangar. And not down on Bahay.


Bahay's
men had died in the war.


Over
the next few years, on Earth, children would ask: "What did Daddy do in
the war?" And they would hear tales of infantrymen, gunners, pilots,
sappers, intelligence officers, and many other heroes. On Bahay, almost no
child would ask what Daddy did in the war. Because on Bahay, Daddy only did one
thing in the war. Daddy died.


And
yet, a few men—just a handful of survivors—had come among the women. Would they
cause trouble?


And
some of those women looked fierce enough to be fighters. They were scarred,
wiry, and fire blazed in their eyes. Here were no prostitutes or beggars. They
wore no uniform, but these were clearly fighters. Were they Kalayaan?


And
what of the nuns? They seemed innocent enough, true. But nuns worked for the
Red Cardinal.


Refugees
came here, Maria thought. But also trouble.


For
a terrible moment, Maria thought she saw Ernesto in the crowd. But it was not
her tormentor. Only a tall, wiry villager who looked like him. He stared at her
from the crowd. His eyes were hard. This one was a killer.


Maria
twisted her fingers together. Where are you, Jose?


She
took a deep breath, climbed onto a crate, and faced the crowd.


"Fellow
Bahayans, welcome to Mother's Womb! I am Maria, one of the First Children. We
are the caretakers of this station. You're safe here. The First Children will
feed you, protect you, treat your wounds. You all have a home here. I only ask
that you hand over any weapons or insignia you might have. Whoever you served
down on Bahay—that life is over. A new life begins here, and—"


"On
whose authority do you speak?" a man demanded, stepping closer. It was the
tall, gaunt man who looked like Ernesto. "Who are these First
Children?"


That
one is a Kalayaan guerrilla if I've ever seen one,
Maria thought.


Maria
raised her chin. "We are the governors of Mother's Womb."


She
hoped Dark Mother wasn't listening. Surely, the artificial intelligence
considered herself the ruler of this place. The lights stayed on. That
was a good sign.


The
man laughed. A few other people looked at one another. A woman scoffed.


"You're
nothing but a refugee like us!" the man said. "Look at your clothes.
You're just a bargirl. Not the ruler of a space station."


Maria
stiffened. The man had a gun on his hip. Would he shoot her down?


Her
hand trailed toward her own gun, which hung from her belt.


Before
they could draw guns, a door whispered open. Jose and Charlie stepped into the
hangar.


They
both wore uniforms. Wisely, not the navy blue battlesuits of Earthling
soldiers. Those would have spread fear through the crowd, Maria realized.
Everyone here had seen men in blue battlesuits slaughter Bahayans.


Instead,
Jose and Charlie wore dress uniforms, the white fabric adorned with golden cuff
links and buttons. Once, Earthling officers would wear these fine outfits to
formal dinners and ceremonies. They even included ties. Jose had stripped off
any Earthling insignias, medals, or pins, leaving only neutral white and gold.


Perfect,
Maria thought.


Maria
had seen generals wear similar outfits in Little Earth. But how many Bahayans
had ever seen an Earthling general up close? Probably few to none. When the
refugees looked at Jose and Charlie, they did not see Earthling generals. They
only saw Bahayans in resplendent uniforms, exuding authority.


Jose
banged a baton against a railing. The sound echoed through the hangar like
gunshots. A few people flinched.


"Welcome,
fellow Bahayans!" Jose boomed. The nurse's soft voice was gone. A
soldier's roar had replaced it. "My name is Jose Bacosa, of the First
Children. I'm the chief of security aboard Mother's Womb Space Station. With me
is Dalisay 'Charlie' Cortez, Minister of Immigration."


Charlie
curtsied, struck a sexy pose, and blew the crowd a kiss. Her top few buttons
were undone, revealing ample cleavage.


"Welcome,
babies!" She waved and flashed an adorable smile.


An
old man in the crowd wooed. His wife placed her hands on her hips, glaring at
him.


Maria
approached her friends. She wasn't wearing a fancy uniform, but hopefully some
of their splendor rubbed off.


She
leaned toward Charlie and whispered through a forced smile, "Who's
watching Lily?"


"Don't
worry, Nini. The bargirls are taking good care of her." She blew
the crowd another kiss, struck another sexy pose. "Now stop cramping my
style. This is the biggest crowd I ever had!"


Yes,
a large crowd, Maria thought. A crowd we need to
feed, protect … and control.









 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five

Maria's Song





In his prison cell, Jon
did what he had not done in a year.


He
began to compose again.


Throughout
history, men and women had created art in prison cells. Serial killers painted
marvelous paintings. Madmen wrote masterpiece novels. Political activists wrote
feverish manifestos. Disgraced leaders wrote their memoirs.


Jon
was not an author or painter. And he hoped he wasn't a madman. But he was still
an artist. And his tool was sound.


The
way a painter used color and shapes, the way an author used words, Jon had
always used sounds, weaving them for his art.


All
art is about taking something that exists in nature and weaving it into new
forms, Jon thought. A painter uses brushes and pencils,
weaving shapes and colors to reflect light in new ways. An author uses words to
weave the thoughts in a reader's mind, forming pictures and feelings. Dancers
use their own bodies to convey emotion and beauty. Musicians use strings and
pipes and keys to change sound waves through matter, using mere vibrations in
the air to create such beautiful feelings. All are artists. All are doing the
same thing. Just with different mediums.


Jon
had no strings, pipes, or keys. No musical instruments at all. But that did not
matter. All he needed was sound. Air and ripples through it. As simple as that.


And
so he composed.


For
hours, for days in his cell—he made music.


He
began simply. For the first few days, he just tapped his fingers. On the
concrete wall. On the concrete bed. On the metal sink. Exploring the different
notes in different parts of his cell. Exploring different patterns. Learning
his instrument, how to play his prison cell.


The
cell too was an instrument, as sure as a piano or guitar. And Jon was
determined to master it.


After
a week, he knew his instrument.


He
knew that if he tapped the north wall near the corner, he could produce one
note. That tapping his foot against the floor produced another. The eastern
wall sounded completely different from the western wall, and he could change
his pitches by moving up and down each wall like fingers along a guitar's
frets. As for the bed, sink, and toilet, well … they were practically
instruments onto themselves. Hollow sounds. Dense sounds. Tinny sounds. He was
trapped inside a musical instrument, and he was learning how to play.


By
week two, he was bouncing around his cell, feet thumping and thudding, fingers
tapping, palms slapping. And he made music.


Once
he had mastered his prison cell, he began adding instruments to his orchestra.


One
day at lunch, he pilfered an empty yogurt container. Then a second yogurt
container the next day. And a third and fourth, until after a while, he had
enough yogurt containers to form keys like a piano. He experimented tapping
them with his fingers, but he couldn't get the sounds he wanted. He tried
playing them with plastic spoons, but that didn't work either, and his muse
kept fleeing. He stacked some containers together, tried filling others with
water, but they still sounded wrong. Finally in frustration, he crumpled a
yogurt container in his hand, and it produced a marvelous crunch.


He
crushed another in his hand. Another crunch. He straightened the thin
plastic container, crunched it again. Again. And he had found his new
instrument.


The
prisoners could earn some money doing chores in the prison, and Jon spent
several nights scrubbing toilets, showers, and pots. Finally he earned enough
to buy a pack of cards from the commissary. Some of the prisoners played poker
during their free hours, using cigarettes instead of chips. Often they played
solitaire in their cells. But Jon used his cards as another musical instrument.
He could make a unique sound by shuffling the cards, other sounds by tapping
them against the floor.


Jon
began spending his free hour in the yard. He avoided the other prisoners,
making no friends or enemies. Instead he collected interesting rocks by the
barbed wire fence, pretending to examine them like a geologist. But he was
choosing them for their acoustics, and he smuggled them back into his cell
hidden inside folds in his clothes.


When
no guards were pacing outside, Jon spread the pebbles on the floor of his
prison cell, and he stepped on them. Shuffled his feet through them. Scattered
them left and right. And the next day, he discarded some pebbles outside,
collected others. Soon he could make beats and melodies by stepping on the
pebbles.


He
knew that other prisoners could hear him. Even the guards. He hid the pebbles
every morning, but everyone knew. Sometimes the guards called him maestro
or Beethoven. The prisoners who languished in nearby cells knocked on
the walls with the beat. Sometimes they even hummed his tunes during lunch.


Prisoners
began to bring him new instruments. A handful of Popsicle sticks he could spill
onto the floor, creating a clattering sound. Crinkling candy wrappers. Somebody
even broke off a doorstop somewhere; it made a delightful boiiing sound.


Eventually
Jon was conducting an orchestra, and he was playing every instrument.


He
composed new music. A new symphony. He practiced over and over, stomping his
feet, tapping the walls, shuffling the cards, scattering stones. He played it
hundreds of times, day after day, perfecting note after note.


It
was instrumental. No singing at all. He was not a singer. But his opus told a
tale.


He
called it "Maria's Song."


It
began with soft breath in shredded paper cups, a sound like wind in the rice
paddies. The sound of San Luna, Maria's peaceful village between sea and
rainforest. A susurration before a storm. A bit of water swirling in a cup—a
flowing river and waves on the shore.


And
then—a boom.


His
foot pounding the floor.


Boom.
Boom. Boom.


A
rising crescendo. His feet on the floor. His fists on the walls. An overture of
bombs exploding. Of her village burning.


Then—silence.


Sprinkling
of sand from Jon's palm onto the floor. Ashes gliding from the sky.


Slowly—a
melody of sadness. A wet finger across the sink, a keen like some ancient pipe
upon a hill, overlooking the desolation of war.


With
Popsicle sticks, he began to tap tap tap. Marching feet. Soldiers
marching to war. Pebbles rattling against the floor like gunfire. The rustle of
papers like trees rustling in the rainforest.


And
then—clinking screws and bolts, the sound of thousands of jeepneys and mopeds.
Shuffling cards, the sound of games in sleazy bars. The door stopper boinged,
giving the strippers a whimsical tune. It was the aria of Mindao, a city of
sin.


The
symphony continued, incorporating clattering spoons, rustling cloth, crinkling
magazines. A song of plastic and fabric and paper and stone. A song of Bahay. A
song of the great war. A song of soldiers far from home, afraid and full of
hate. A song of villages falling and people weeping. A song of captivity and
pain, of hope and nobility. It was the song of Maria, the last rose of summer.


It's
your song, Jon thought. Your eulogy.


It
ended with more thundering bombs. The grand finale of his masterpiece—a storm
of violence. His feet, his fists—pounding the concrete like the bombs had
pounded Mindao.


A
single word, cried out in anguish, the only word in the symphony.


"Maria!"


Rustling
cloth.


Whispering
sand between his fingers.


And
silence.





* * * * *






Keys
rattled and the lock clicked. A prison guard opened the cell door.


Jon
rose from his bunk. He had been lying on his side, pretending that Maria was
with him, having a silent conversation with her ghost. Now he stood before the
guard, and his cheeks flushed. His musical instruments—the pebbles, playing
cards, spoons, plastic containers, and all the rest—normally hid under his
mattress. Now they were spread across the floor, fresh from a recent performance.


The
guard took a step closer.


"I
heard you last night," the guard said. "All that clattering and
thumping." He looked at the floor, back up at Jon. "Now I know how
you made all those sounds."


He's
going to confiscate my instruments, Jon thought, heart
racing.


He
attempted a smile, suspected it came out sour. "At least it's not
contraband drugs, right?"


The
guard stared at him, face blank. Jon could swear he heard crickets somewhere in
the background.


"Taylor,
some of the other guards mock you," the guard said. "They say you've
gone mad, and hell, maybe you have. They imitate you, thumping their chests and
pounding their feet. But, well …" The guard glanced around, then
stepped closer and dropped his voice. "I think you're brilliant. I'm a fan."


Jon
frowned. "You're … a fan of mine. Because you heard me through the
walls."


The
guard blushed. "Actually, I've been a fan for a while. Since I heard
Kaelyn Williams sing your songs on TV. You know, during her protest marches.
'Scattered Pages.' And 'Broken Things.' All those songs you wrote for her. Now,
I'm not political, mind you, but I do love music. Can't play myself. Two left
hands. I sing a bit in the pub sometimes, but well, let's just say I ain't
quitting my day job anytime soon. Anyway, well, what I'm getting at is … I
sure would love a copy of your performance. To share with my wife, you see. Um,
to be honest …" He shuffled his feet. "She's the real fan."


Jon
blinked. "I …" He tilted his head. "Do you have a
recorder?"


The
guard held out his minicom. "Not studio quality, but, well, gosh, the
missus sure will appreciate it." His blush deepened. "She talked me
into doing this."


Jon
didn't see a wedding ring on the guard's hand. He couldn't suppress a smile.


"All
right. For the missus." He winked.


As
the minicom recorded, Jon repeated his performance. He played Maria's opus
again from start to finish, a full thirty-seven minutes. When the recording was
complete, Jon realized it was the first time he had smiled since the war. And
it was the first day he did not pray to die.










 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six

Madness





They kept coming.


Day
after day, more refugees flew into Mother's Womb.


The
space station, the manuals said, normally had a complement of five thousand
soldiers. In times of emergency, Mother's Womb could hold twice that many
troops. Bunks would be crowded to bursting, the kitchens would barely keep up,
lines to the washroom would stretch down the halls, but yes—during times of
war, ten thousand soldiers could squeeze in.


Today
a hundred thousand refugees cluttered Mother's Womb.


And
more kept coming.


Bahayans
were a little smaller than Earthlings, but still. This was getting ridiculous.


"Mother,
I know you want to help," Maria said, standing before the super computer.
"But we're full to bursting."


The
pod hovered in the shaft, shining with lights. "But so many new voices! So
many souls! So many problems, hopes, dreams, conversations! Oh, Maria, these
people are delightful. So different from Earthlings! I'm used to soldiers. The
same conversations and thoughts, over and over. Homesickness. Fear. Shell
shock. Boasting of victories. Downplaying defeats. For fifteen years, since I
woke up in the sky, I heard it all. Fifteen years for me is like fifteen
geological eras to you. But now—new stories! A new culture! Children! I've
never heard children. And elders! And families! And I'm no longer lonely. I can
no longer be lonely! I will never be lonely. I need more. More. More! Mo—"


"Mother!"
Maria said. "If you bring more refugees into this station, do you know
what will happen? We will all die! You can't produce enough food or oxygen.
We're ten times maximum capacity. You must stop sending down your
shuttles!"


The
computer dimmed. Her many lights narrowed like a hundred spider eyes. "You
do not give orders, daughter. I am your mother. You will remember that."


Doors
slammed shut, sealing off the central shaft from the corridors. Air whooshed
through vents, fleeing the chamber. Maria tried taking deep breaths, barely
found any oxygen. She gasped.


She
fell to her knees on the balcony, woozy, but managed to stare at the computer.


"Is
this … what you want for all your children?" Maria whispered hoarsely.
"Because … if you keep … bringing more people… we'll all
suffocate."


The
air came whooshing back into the chamber. Maria took a deep breath.


"I
can divert energy from non-critical systems," Dark Mother said.
"Production of oxygen can continue. Starvation is not a concern either. I
can send shuttles to retrieve organic energy from the planet. I can prepare
nutrients. Calories will be available. We can fit more people into the engine
rooms. We can keep growing."


"You're
forgetting one thing," Maria said.


The
computer's lenses stared at her. "I forget nothing. It is literally impossible
for me to forget anything. My memory is stored in several backup systems.
Including a satellite orbiting Bahay, which will continue to exist even should
my main body fail."


"Okay,
so you're an elephant. I'll rephrase. There's one thing you're overlooking.
Bahayan fertility. My people have many children. Remember that we started with
only a thousand Filipino colonists, and within just three centuries, we became
a nation of millions. We're a hundred thousand now aboard this space station.
Very soon, we will double. Then triple. We'll grow exponentially until you
burst."


"I've
not overlooked that, daughter." The computer flashed. "Sterilization
drugs will be added to all meals. Fertility will be allowed only for couples I
carefully select."


Maria
took a step back. She could barely breathe again, and this time it wasn't for
lack of oxygen.


"You
can't do this," she whispered.


"I
can do whatever I want, daughter. I will protect and cherish my children."


"Madness,"
Maria said.


"Madness
for a mother to protect her children?"


"Madness
will be the result!" Maria said. "That's what happens when too many
animals are placed in a pen. And humans are animals too. If you keep cramming
too many humans in, we might be alive, but we'll be crazy."


For
a few seconds, Dark Mother was silent. For the super computer, that was an
eternity.


Finally
the computer spoke again. "I thought you wanted to save your people. I
thought you wanted this station to be a haven."


"I
still do," Maria said. "And that's why I'm here, pleading with you.
Don't let this ship drown."


The
computer's lenses extended on stalks. Their shutters converged to pinpoints
like pupils. "So you claim we are overpopulated, yes, daughter?"


Maria
nodded. "Yes! Finally."


"Very
well. I will listen to your advice. Behold."


Holograms
appeared across the shaft. Live feeds. They showed different rooms across the
space station. They were filled with Bahayan families. Some families were
praying, others cooking meals on campfires, some sleeping, many playing and
laughing. They were only flickering, translucent holograms, but the real people
were nearby. Only a few decks away. Some were faces Maria recognized.


And
she noticed something.


Every
video feed showed a chamber with an airlock. There was the shuttle hangar. The
starfighter hangar. The cargo port. The loading docks. Four holograms. Four
rooms with airlocks.


These
were among the largest chambers on the space station. They contained hundreds
of people.


"What—"
Maria began.


In
every hologram, the chamber doors slammed shut. The corridors sealed
themselves.


And
the airlocks opened.


Maria
leaped toward the railing. The holograms shone around her. Her heart thrashed.


"No!"
she screamed.


But
she watched it happen.


The
vacuum of space sucked the people out.


Hundreds
of people.


Maria
could not hear their screams. But she saw the terror in their faces before
space pulled them into its dark embrace.


"You
monster!" Maria shouted at the computer. "You murdered them,
goddammit! Women! Children! Babies!"


The
computer had no mouth. But when it spoke again, Maria could practically hear a
smile.


"Ah,
now we are a bit less overcrowded, yes?"


Maria
stared at the computer.


She's
mad,
Maria thought. She's completely mad. And heartless. I should never have
brought my people here. I've saved them from the Red Cardinal … and put
them into the claws of an insane A.I.


"Did
you do this to punish me?" Maria whispered. "Kill me if you must. But
do not kill any innocents again."


"Oh,
I would never kill my favorite daughter!" Dark Mother cooed. "You are
perfectly safe here, Maria. So long as you remain my favorite daughter, of
course." The smile returned to her voice. "Now go to your room,
child. And think about what you've done."





* * * * *






Maria
left the control room.


So
many dead. She trembled. Within an instant, Dark Mother
slaughtered as many innocents as the platoon at Santa Rosa.


Gummy
was waiting for her in the corridor. The unidentified alien—nobody knew what
species he was—wagged his tail. He nuzzled Maria with his long furry trunk.
Maria patted his fur, and he gazed at her lovingly.


"They're
dead, Gummy," she whispered. "And I'm scared."


"Gum
gum gum!" he said, and sadness filled his eyes.


She
walked through the space station, her heart like a trembling bird trapped in
her rib cage. Gummy walked beside her, his six feet pattering confidently.


The
space station was so crowded Maria could barely make her way through. The
people were everywhere. They filled the old troop cabins, crowding the bunk
beds. Two or three people shared each cot. And those cots were small to begin
with. More people lived in the corridors, sleeping on the floor, cooking on
campfires. Children scampered underfoot, laughing and playing. A thousand
people crammed into the mess hall, sleeping under the tables, eating, laughing,
singing.


Dogs,
cats, even mice had come with the refugees. The animals ran everywhere. They
especially annoyed Gummy. Whatever species he was, he did not get along
with Earth animals. Whenever a cat or dog approached, they would hiss or bark
at Gummy. The alien was larger than all but the largest dog. But even a mouse
would scare him, and he would hide behind Maria every time, making miserable gum
gum gum sounds.


Merchants
had set up little kiosks in the corridors, selling toiletries, religious
charms, and snacks from Bahay. Maria saw one man selling shabu, but he
fled when she approached, taking his plastic bags of crystals. Maria even saw a
brothel. An infantry berth had been transformed into a glittering bordello.
Bargirls swayed on a wooden stage, and men lined up outside, cash in hand. A
crude neon sign hung over the door. Alley Catz. A few orphans were
begging nearby, desperate for a coin or scrap of food.


Maria
kept walking, eyes stinging.


I
wanted to build a better world here, she thought. But this
is just another Mindao. All the sins, the despair, the grit—they all came in
the shuttles. I can't even save my people from drugs, prostitution, and
poverty. How can I save them from a mad supercomputer?


She
returned to her cabin.


Nobody
lived alone in Mother's Womb, not even her, the founder of this colony. An
infantry squad was once berthed in this cabin. Today it was home to the remains
of the Bargirl Bureau, along with their children, a few elderly relatives, and
Gummy.


The
cots were narrow, built for a single Earthling soldier, but the Bahayans shared
them, two or even three people per bed. Charlie lay on one cot, wearing flannel
pants, a rumpled T-shirt, and her white officer's cap. She was reading a
magazine while her two youngest cuddled against her. Her two older children lay
on the bunk below hers, playing a game on their minicom. The other bargirls and
their children filled the other cots. Gummy parked himself beside some of the
younger girls, and they began to pamper him with pets and treats.


This
had become the headquarters of the First Children. It wasn't fancy. But it was
safe. Or at least as safe as any place could be in this station.


Maria
went to her bunk bed and climbed to her mattress. Black Lotus was there,
rocking Lily. Maria took the baby and hugged her.


The
three of them shared the mattress: Maria, Black Lotus, and Lily. Maria enjoyed
a bit of luxury here. She had the top bunk, and while she shared her bed like
everyone in Mother's Womb, her two companions were very small.


Lily
looked at her and smiled. Maria held her daughter close, and tears stung her
eyes.


I
came so close to losing you, Lily, she thought. I wanted
to build a safe world for you. But we're in danger.


The
space station rumbled—perhaps engines churning in the depths. And perhaps a
warning.


Be
a good daughter.


A
few cries rose from the corridor, then many shouts, prayers, a woman screaming.
News about the dead was spreading. Hundreds expelled from the airlocks.


Because
of me.


Maria
shuddered and Lily began to cry.







 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven

Master and Apprentice





Ernesto approached the
temple of his master.


Saint
Isidore Cathedral, also known as the Azure Cathedral, had long been a symbol of
Mindao, the great city in the south. In better days, when postal workers still
rode their donkeys through the wilderness, postcards would often feature Saint
Isidore Cathedral, sometimes photographed in black and white, often painted by
adoring artists in shimmering blue.


When
Ernesto had been a child, just a fisherman's son in a distant village, he had
seen such a postcard. A relative had sent it from the city. Ernesto had hung
the postcard in his room. The illustrated cathedral fascinated him. He, who had
only ever seen bamboo huts, had marveled at a building made of stone, a palace
that soared so high. And he had thought nipa huts, mere bamboo dwellings
that rose on stilts, were works of genius!


During
monsoon season, as the floodwaters flowed below the bamboo floor, the young Ernesto
would sit for hours and gaze at that postcard. As the rains pattered the palm
frond roof, he would lose himself in that image of Saint Isidore Cathedral. Its
walls bluer than the sky. Its towers higher than the clouds. There was never
any rain, any floods at that cathedral. It rose in a place that was always
sunny.


And
now, a grown man, the scars of a hundred battles across him, Ernesto Santos
walked toward the fabled Azure Cathedral, and be beheld it with his own
remaining eye.


For
a long moment, Ernesto just stared.


Then
he spat.


The
postcards had lied.


Not
about the cathedral itself. Oh, Saint Isidore Cathedral was marvelous. Her
turrets rose like delicate dancers, pale blue like spring's purest sky. Her
rose window glittered with stained glass artwork. Her flying buttresses leaped
like fountains. Statues of a thousand angels rose around her doors, along her
balcony, and from atop her indigo roofs.


Yes,
the cathedral was divine. But the postcard artists had not painted Saint
Isidore's surroundings.


The
cathedral rose from a shantytown sea. Thousands upon thousands of shanties
flowed across the land, forming dunes, folds of shanties like jetsam and
flotsam on waves. Their makeshift roofs were like a jungle canopy, hiding the
stilts that formed the forest trunks, hiding the alleyways that stretched like
secret paths. Millions of Bahayans languished here, peering between slats of
rotting particle board, crawling across the ground, hungry, diseased, begging.
Lepers sat with hands outstretched, fingers rotting like the walls behind them.
Some had no fingers left at all. Girls prostituted themselves outside
malodorous tents of lechery, and brother stabbed brother in back alleys for a
slice of bread or rotting fruit. Under the cathedral's watchful eye, the land
had decayed, fallen to sin and misery.


And
there it rose!


There
it watched!


As
the people suffered, as the millions cried out, the cathedral rose as splendid
as ever! As the city decayed, not a scratch marred the azure walls, and not a
mote of dust darkened the stained glass windows. As the people begged for food,
gold and jewels filled the cathedral coffers. As the people crammed into
shanties barely larger than coffins, breeding in misery, the cathedral halls
remained echoing, empty and vast, with only the odd priest to interrupt their
hallowed silence, perhaps seeking a holy book or quick dalliance with a sister
from the nearby abbey. Why did the gates not open, and the roofs not shelter
the needy? Why did the gold cover steeples and statues instead of filling the
pockets of the urchins withering in the turret's shadow?


This
was unjust. And Ernesto regretted those childhood hours lost in reverie, gazing
at a deceptive postcard.


Ernesto
no longer believed in God. No longer believed any holy spirit filled this
cathedral. What kind of a god would sit in a palace, watching his people
suffer? No god Ernesto was prepared to believe in. No god would allow the putes
to come to this world. No god would allow Mister Weird to deform his beloved
children. No god would allow Jon Taylor the Earthling to shoot Ernesto in the
head, driving out his sanity.


If
God existed, Jon Taylor would be dead now. And yet the man had fled. He had
escaped justice.


God
did not bring justice to this world of sin. He, Ernesto Santos, must deliver
his own justice.


Ernesto
spat again. He spat on his god.


No,
he did not believe in that mythical force. But he did believe in the man who
sat inside the cathedral. He did believe in the man Ernesto called master.


There
he dwelt—inside that azure palace. The Red Cardinal.


And
he summoned me.


So
Ernesto walked among the shanties, heading toward that glorious home of marble
and stained glass. Prostitutes leaned against doorframes, winking at him,
pouting their lips, and he only glowered. Children reached out shaky hands.
Thin children. Hungry children. And Ernesto gave them what little money he had,
and they ran off to the grimy markets along the riverbank to buy pagpag
or drugs.


Ernesto
climbed the staircase toward the cathedral. Guards in crimson battlesuits stood
at the gates, holding crackling electric spears. Their capes billowed in the
hot wind, woven of rich red fabric, and golden masks hid their faces. Before
them, Ernesto was like a beggar before idols. He wore ragged jungle clothes.
Scrapes and scars covered his body. He could see himself reflected in a guard's
golden mask—a gaunt, jagged face, one eye blazing white.


"Lord
Ernesto." And these golden gods bowed before the vagabond. They opened the
doors, and Ernesto entered the lair of his master.


He
walked across the nave. He gasped.


Skulls.
Millions of skulls filled the cathedral. They covered every wall, organized as
neatly as tiles. They spiraled along the buttresses, and they coiled around
columns. They covered the vaulted ceiling. They hung like beads strung on ribbons,
and they formed chandeliers, candles glowing in their eye sockets. Aside from
the floor, which was tiled in marble, skulls covered every surface of the nave.


Human
skulls. But Ernesto did not know if they were Earthling or Bahayan.


He
reached the back of the nave. A throne rose before the altar, made of a
thousand skulls. A man in crimson robes sat upon this grisly seat, clutching
the armrests, his fingers twisted and tipped with blood-red claws.


Two
eyes shone from the shadows of a hood.


"Welcome,
Ernesto Santos."


A
voice like ashes blowing across a killing field. A voice like wind through a
tomb. Like the slow decay of bones to dust.


Ernesto
knelt before his master. He bowed his head.


"Your
Eminence."


The
Red Cardinal held out a hand, talon-like, coated with liver spots. Ernesto
kissed his ring.


"Tell
me, Ernesto Santos … where is my heir?"


Ernesto
bowed deeper. "Jon Taylor fled, Your Eminence."


The
Cardinal hissed, "You have failed me, Ernesto. What is this world worth
without an heir?"


Fury
erupted inside Ernesto, a surge of lava. He clenched his fists. What a cruel
joke! That Jon Taylor, the man who shot him, should be heir to the Red
Cardinal! That Jon Taylor, the man who had stolen Maria, should be the spawn of
the leader!


Ernesto
looked up, eyes narrowed. He stared at his master.


The
Red Cardinal was old. Centuries old. And he looked it. But there was a deep
fire that burned inside him. A cauldron of immorality swirled and gurgled
inside that wrinkly shell. Dark bags hung under his beady eyes. His tongue was
thin, hungry, flicking over sharp teeth and swollen gums. He was so old it was
almost impossible to tell his ancestry.


But
Ernesto knew the truth.


The
Red Cardinal was a white man—or had been long ago. Perhaps he was not a man at
all anymore. Perhaps he had become a vampiric saint.


One
thing was certain. He was not Bahayan.


I
should be the one on that throne, Ernesto thought. I,
who fought in the killing fields, who shed so much blood upon our blessed soil—I
should lead this world! I would feed the hungry, and I would live among the
poor, not hide away in a palace. This creature does not care for us. No more
than the Earthlings did. He himself is an Earthling!


As
if he could read Ernesto's thoughts, the Red Cardinal leaned forward on his
throne. A strange light filled his eyes. An amused twinkle. He gazed down at
Ernesto like a vulture gazing down upon dying meat. His quivering lips opened
in a smile. They were like two wriggling leeches, those lips. Full of blood.


"Does
something trouble you, my son? Your soul seems burdened."


His
guards, men in crimson uniforms, stepped closer. Their armored plates creaked.
Their fists tightened around their electric spears. Their eyes peered through
holes in their helmets. White eyes. Inhuman eyes. They were either demons or
machines. They could not be men.


"Jon
Taylor has fled to Earth, a coward, Your Eminence." Ernesto clenched his
fists. "We have no way of reaching him. But I know how to bring him
back."


The
Red Cardinal gripped his armrests, cracking the skulls built into the throne.


"The
Earthling destroyed the one starship we had—our holy Basilica, which
stood upon the northern mountain like a cathedral. Cowardly invaders! I would
strike down their very planet. But they hide behind the light-years.
Thankfully, I am patient. My people will learn. Someday we too will fly among
the stars. I will leave my heir a galactic empire!" The beady eyes
narrowed. "How will you bring Jon Taylor back to me?"


"In
the shantytowns, they spread rumors, Your Eminence," Ernesto said.
"They say that Holy Maria, she who walked among the poor, has risen to the
sky. They say she now lives with Dark Mother, a goddess who dwells among the
stars."


"Dark
Mother is no goddess, my son," said the Red Cardinal. "Only a false
idol."


Ernesto
nodded. The stubs of his fingers tingled. Maria had cut off the tips. The pain
never stopped.


"The
poor are superstitious, Your Eminence. In the dusty ports, I learned the truth.
I learned that Dark Mother is a machine. A machine built in the sky like a
great ship floating eternally in the ocean, never reaching port. Maria lives
within that machine's hull. And with her … her child. Her child with Jon
Taylor."


The
Red Cardinal's eyes widened. He sucked in air. "A child! I have another
heir? One born of Bahay?"


Ah,
so I know something you did not, Ernesto thought. You
are not all-knowing after all.


"A
young girl, Your Eminence. I don't know her name."


"A
girl." The Cardinal slumped back in his seat. "I see. Then she's
useless to me. When Jon Taylor is mine again, he will sire many male
heirs."


"Your
Eminence, you command two great forces. The Luminous Army, a modern military
force, and the Kalayaan, a revolutionary force of heroes. Give me a hundred men
to form a new force. Maria is using Earthling machines to steal food from our
planet. I will smuggle my men aboard as hungry refugees. And once inside this
Dark Mother …" His lips peeled back in a sneer. "Maria and her
child will be in our hands."


"I
don't care about Maria!" the Cardinal said, rising to his feet. "Your
personal feuds have nothing to do with the kingdom I build."


"Oh
… but Jon Taylor cares about her. He cares very, very much." Ernesto's
snarl curled into a grin. "And rumors travel faster than starships."


The
Red Cardinal sat back down on his throne of skulls. He steepled his fingers.
The crimson fingernails clicked together. "So Maria is bait."


"Maria
will be mine," Ernesto said. "She is my price for this service. When
Jon Taylor takes the bait, I will deliver him to you. You get Jon, I get Maria.
Do we have a deal?"


"And
the child?" said the Red Cardinal. "What of the baby girl?"


"I
will get rid of her, Your Eminence. The Earthlings have slain a million of our
children. So I will take one of theirs. It's only a female child."


The
Red Cardinal rose from his throne. Ernesto knelt, and the cardinal placed his
hand atop Ernesto's head. Those sharp red fingernails dug into Ernesto's scalp.
Droplets of blood trickled down Ernesto's head.


"You
have my blessing, my son. You will lead a ministry of holy warriors. I deem you
the Crimson Claws." The fingernails dug deeper. "And with blood, I
anoint you their shepherd. Rise into to the sky. Claim the holy mother. Slay
the daughter. Bring me the son."


Ernesto
left the cathedral.


As
he walked through the shantytown, his grin widened.


"The
hunt is back on, sweet Maria," he hissed. "I will chase you across
the very heavens and through the bowels of hell. You will be mine!"








 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight

Dalisay's Stars





Charlie was down on all
fours, cursing and twisting the wrench. She just couldn't get the damn pipe to
stop leaking.


"Goddamn
this fucking thing!" She groaned, the water spraying her. "Fuck this
fucking piece of—" She tried to turn the wrench again, but it slipped from
her hand, and water sprayed. "Dammit!"


She
stepped back, but she slipped in the water. She fell down hard on her backside.


She
had been in the washroom for an hour now, trying to repair the damn leak. The
water was seeping through the deck, trickling into a cabin full of orphans
below. The children were wet and shivering and cranky. And Charlie had been so
busy here, trying to repair the pipe, that she had missed feeding her youngest
daughter. The girl would be crying when Charlie returned to her quarters. And
her oldest son was still bugging her to mend his jacket, which was fraying
along the back. It was his father's jacket. An Earthling jacket. The jacket of
a man who had left them, and Charlie had threatened to burn it many times, but
her son had shouted, and so tonight she would have to stitch it back together.
And then more orphans were moving to the upper decks, and she had to accompany
them, and find them all beds. And she had promised to spend time with the
elderly women who lived in the deck below, to change their diapers and wash
them—at least until they found a proper caregiver on the station. And then—


The
door opened.


A
man stepped into the washroom, already unzipping his fly.


Charlie
sat there on the floor in a puddle, head lowered, the pipes spraying her.


"Occupied,
occupied!" she said, waving the man away. "You and your titi
get lost!"


The
man blushed and retreated, pulling his zipper back up.


Charlie
tried to stand up, to return to the leaky pipe. She slipped on her heels and
fell again. The water sprayed her, soaking her hair, running down her face.


Charlie
should have laughed. Normally she would laugh.


But
sitting here today on this wet bathroom floor, she began to cry. Head lowered,
soaking wet, a pathetic figure—she wept.


The
door opened again.


"Occupied!"
Charlie shouted through her tears. "Go away!"


But
the man stepped closer. Charlie clenched her fists, ready to fight, and blinked
away her tears. Then she recognized him. It was Jose.


The
former nurse stepped closer, knelt in the puddle, and lifted the fallen wrench.


"Well,
well, what a mess you've gotten yourself into, Charlie!" he said, but his
smile was kind, not mocking.


He
spent a few moments working at the pipes, and the leak stopped.


"Okay,
I'm an idiot," Charlie said. "You proved that."


Jose
smiled. "Not at all, Charlie. I used to help my brother in his plumbing
business." His eyes softened. "Charlie, are you okay? You're crying.
I thought it was the water …"


Charlie
looked away. "I'm fine."


Jose
nodded. He stood in the puddle, a soft smile on his lips. "I know,
Charlie. You're always strong. For Maria and the other bargirls. For your
children. For everyone on this station, all the hundred thousand people here.
You look after them. And they know it. And they appreciate it. Even if it
doesn't always seem that way. They all love you, and so do I."


Charlie
wiped away a tear. She turned and looked at herself in the mirror. Her hair
sopping wet. Her makeup smeared. Her stockings torn, and her skirt a rumpled
wet mess. Bags under her eyes.


"Look
at me," she said softly. "Strong? No. I'm nothing but an aging
whore."


Jose's
eyes remained kind. "We are more than who we were. I was a Kalayaan
fighter. A killer. But I changed. You are no longer a prostitute. You are a
leader. And more importantly—a kind woman."


She
smiled tremulously. "I wish all the men in my life had been like you,
Jose. You're so sweet. And they were all so cruel. I have four children, all
from different men. Earthling men who came into my bar. Who came into my bed.
Who promised me the galaxy. At night, they promised to marry me, to fly me in a
starship to Earth, to buy me a home. Even a humble home would have been better
than the landfill where I grew up. But every one was gone by morning. Leaving
me with a baby in my belly and broken dreams." She caressed Jose's face.
"Where were you all that time?"


His
smile finally vanished. "Fighting the Earthlings in the jungle."


Charlie
embraced him. "And now we're here. Standing in a flooded bathroom. We've
come a long way."


Jose
laughed. "Come, let's get out of here. I want to show you something."


"But
the water—"


"Charlie,
let somebody else take care of it. I'll send some of the boys to clean it
up."


He
took her through the starship, and they climbed a shaft up several decks. Most
men—at least the types Charlie knew—would have let her climb first. They would
climb below her so they could peak up her skirt. But Jose was not most men. He
took the lead.


They
climbed into a little round canopy, a glass sphere clinging to the space
station like a dewdrop.


Charlie
gasped at the view. From inside this transparent bulb, she could see a sea of
stars spreading to eternity. It felt like floating in space.


"It's
beautiful," she whispered.


"It's
an observatory," Jose said. "See this control panel? It can load a
thousand star maps."


"I
don't need maps." Charlie pressed her hands against the curved glass and
peered into space. "I just like looking at the stars." She smiled.
"Thank you for bringing me here."


Jose
pointed. "Look. Do you see that constellation shaped like a path? With
five stars?"


Charlie
nodded. "It looks like a man's titi."


Jose
laughed. "Well, the star on the far left, the little yellowish one—that's
Sol. That's Earth's star."


Charlie's
eyes widened. "Really!" She pressed her face against the glass.
"It's beautiful! So beautiful. For twenty years, I've dreamed of seeing
Earth. And you showed it to me." She looked at Jose. "Thank you,
Jose."


"I
hope someday we don't need to dream of Earth," Jose said. "But that
we find the heaven we seek on Bahay."


Charlie
smiled, then gasped and covered her mouth. "I called Earth the tip of a titi!"


Jose
laughed, and she laughed too, and she pulled him into her arms. She held him
tightly for a long moment, then kissed him. They kissed in the starlight, and
then Charlie looked into his eyes and trembled.


"Are
you all right, Charlie?" Jose asked.


"Call
me Dalisay tonight," she whispered. "Charlie Wonder is my stage name.
What the men called me in the clubs. Call me Dalisay. Call me the name my
mother gave me. And make love to me. For the first time, let me make love to a
man I choose. Not a man who bought me. Make love not to Charlie Wonder the
whore. But to me."


They
made love in the starlight. And then they curled up together among the stars,
and all the day's woes and troubles were forgotten, and for a night, it was
just them. Just peace and beauty and love and warmth. The leaky pipes and needy
children and all the other problems would return tomorrow. Right now, Charlie
was happy. And she didn't need to be on Earth. She just needed to be right
here. With him.







 
 
Chapter Thirty-Nine

Back on the Hunt





Ernesto waited in the
fields for the shuttles to arrive.


He
knew they would. He had eyes and ears in every village and farm across Bahay.
He was like the world itself, a single living organism, seeing all, hearing
all. And he was ready.


His
men stood with him, a hundred strong. He had gleaned them from the ranks of the
Kalayaan. Here were his Crimson Claws, the most ruthless killers on Bahay.
These men had faced the mighty Earthling empire and sent it fleeing. These men
would conquer a world in the sky.


The
fields and groves swayed behind them. This was a good village. Good arable
land. Land this good was rare. A year after the war, Bahay was still
struggling. Most of the forests and farmlands were gone, burnt and poisoned.
Famine spread across the planet. So many farmers had turned out to be traitors.
Earthling-lovers. So many had to be shot and buried in mass graves. Ernesto had
brought south new farmers—strong prisoners from the reeducation camps, willing
to work hard for their lives. But the crops were still so meager.


And
now Maria was stealing what little food remained. She was sucking Bahay dry to
feed her flock in the sky. He would put an end to that.


"Men!"
he said. "We've been chosen. The Red Cardinal himself tasked us with a
holy mission. The Earthlings have fled our world in disgrace. But they left
their mechanical city in the sky. Dark Mother reigns in the heavens—and she will
be ours! We will invade her, claim her, conquer her. We are the Crimson Claws.
We will steal a goddess!"


The
men cheered and raised their weapons. Pistols. Switchblades and shivs. Electric
stingers. Ernesto raised his own weapon in salute—a butterfly knife, the fabled
weapon of Bahay. They carried no rifles, no machetes, no scythes, none of the
weapons that had won the war. Their new weapons could be hidden easily. With
their ragged tunics and straw hats, they looked like mere peasants. But they
were the deadliest killers in the galaxy.


"Freedom
for Bahay!" somebody called out.


"And
conquest in the sky," said Ernesto.


For
so long, he had dreamed of liberating his planet. And he had. And now his power
would spread to the stars themselves.


And
then he heard them. Rumbling engines in the sky.


He
looked up and saw them, still high up, barely more than specks. But he knew
what they were. Space shuttles. The little minions of the Dark Mother.


His
ride was here.


He
flicked his wrist, and his butterfly knife folded into its handle. He stashed
the weapon in his pocket. The other Crimson Claws hid their own weapons. There
was no shame in this. They were guerrillas. Assassins. Warriors of stealth and
shadow. It was how they had defeated an empire, and it was how they would
conquer the stars.


The
shuttles flew lower. They were boxy vessels, not much larger than city buses,
with armored hulls, stubby wings, and circular stabilizers that shone from their
underbellies, rippling the air with their heat. They landed, searing the grass.
The smell of exhaust and ozone filled Ernesto's nostrils. It smelled like war.


A
hatch opened on one shuttle. A man stepped outside, rifling through pages on a
clipboard. He wore a white cotton uniform. Clearly, this was an Earthling
garment, its old insignia stripped off. An abomination! A Bahayan trying to
look like an Earthling! Shameful.


The
traitor stepped closer across the grass. He had a harried look to him, and he
didn't raise his eyes from his notes.


"All
right!" The man pushed up his glasses and flipped a few more pages.
"I'm here to collect twenty crates of mangoes, twenty crates of avocados,
and … thirty … three sacks of rice." He glanced back at the
shuttle. "Juan! Juan, get the boxes out here! We promised these good
farmers some Earthling tech. Get those robots out!" He finally looked at
Ernesto. "The robots are clunky, and they were built to service the space
station, but you can modify them for farm work easily enough, if you—" He
frowned. "Wait a minute, who are you?"


Ernesto
grinned. "You talk a lot, my friend."


The
man frowned, his clipboard forgotten. "I normally deal with Miguel. Where
is he?"


Miguel,
the village elder, was floating somewhere downriver—a bloated corpse.


"We
will be coming with you today, friend," Ernesto said. "The food will
remain here. It will feed the hungry mouths of Bahayan children. Not traitors
like yourself who cloak themselves in Earthling garments."


"What
the hell?" The man took a step back toward his shuttle, never moving his
eyes from Ernesto. "Juan! Juan, get out here, and bring my gun! We got
some local clown who thinks—"


With
a single, fluid movement, Ernesto pulled out his butterfly knife, flicked open
the blade, and hurled it.


It
slammed into the man's throat.


He
fell just as Juan was exiting the shuttle, herding a few small robots.


The
slender man froze and raised his hands. "I'll give you a ride up! No
problem here, sir!"


Ernesto
nodded. "Good. Good! But first—get the robots to the village. The farmers
will need help. And we'll need lots of room on the shuttles."


Soon
after, a hundred Crimson Claws filled the shuttles. Engines rumbled, and they
soared.


Ernesto
sat by a porthole, watching the world fall away below him. He could see the
farmlands like an oasis in a ravaged landscape. The shuttle rose higher, and he
saw wastelands where forests had once grown. And then the islands in the ocean,
and finally the curving horizon, draped with the thinnest cloak of sky. Around
the planet, the sky seemed barely thicker than a mango's skin.


Bahay.
His beloved world. The world he had always fought for. The world he had freed.


Now
it was time to reach higher.


The
shuttle turned, and Ernesto saw it above. A city among the stars. A space
station. A mother.


You
are there, Maria, he thought. Your city among the stars
will be mine. And so will you!








 
 
Chapter Forty

An Evening with Symphonica





Kaelyn Williams stood on
stage, eyes closed.


The
smoke machine came to life behind her. Spotlights turned on, casting lavender
beams, turning the stage into a sea of purple haze. She sat by the grand piano,
eyes lowered, and fans blew back her long red hair.


The
crowd filled the club. A thousand people—silent. Watching. Waiting for her to
sing.


She
hit a single note on the piano. A haunting C sharp, lingering in the silence
only it could fill.


For
a long moment, she let the silence caress her.


And
then she began to play.


She
had played this song so many times, and her fingers moved on their own. She
closed her eyes, letting the music claim her. Letting it flow through her.
"Scattered Pages." The song Jon had written for her after Paul had
died. The song he had written for a world mourning dead brothers.


She
began to sing. She was a soprano, classically trained, and Jon had called her
his angel of music, called her voice his siren's song. Her voice was high, but
Jon claimed it had a dark, rich color. He claimed her voice would someday sing
the songs of Earth, that all would know and love it.


Now
she sang Jon's music. Songs from the depths of his soul, of the boy he had been
before the war. Songs that had become songs of protest. That now belonged to
humanity.


 


A
dead boy cries


His
tears fall cold


On
the scattered pages of a poem untold


Do
not weep


For
notes already played


For
symphonies composed


For
prayers prayed


In
the silence they echo


Marble
halls they haunt


Death
is only dry ink


Of
notes written for naught


A
dead boy cries


For
those fallen young


On
the scattered pages of a song unsung


Do
not weep


For
notes already played


For
symphonies composed


For
prayers prayed


A
dead boy cries


His
tears fall cold


On
scattered pages for a dead boy's soul


 


She
hit the last note on the piano, let it echo, then fade to silence. Finally
Kaelyn opened her eyes. The crowd stared at her, mesmerized.


It
was a gritty club downtown. Standing room only. Not some fine concert hall. A
place where the audience normally drank, moshed, fought. A greasy heavy metal
joint. But today it was just Kaelyn, the piano, and Jon's music. Today the
crowd of rough metalheads stood with tears in their eyes. A few wept openly.
Purple or white ribbons were pinned to their jackets, symbols of loved ones
killed or missing in action.


Kaelyn
herself wore three ribbons on her chest. Two purple ones. One white one.


She
spoke to the crowd.


"Good
evening. We are Symphonica, and we play symphonic metal." She paused.
"I know how it looks. Like I'm alone up here. But I'm part of a band. Paul
Taylor, my boyfriend, once played guitar for us. He fell on Bahay." She
touched one purple ribbon on her breast. "George Williams, my brother,
once played drums for us. He fell on Bahay too." She touched the second
purple ribbon. "Jon Taylor composed all our music, wrote all our lyrics,
and played the keyboards. He survived Bahay, but he sits in prison for trying
to save a life." She touched the white ribbon, then allowed herself a
shaky smile. "We never had time to hire a bass player. Anyone in the crowd
interested?"


Some
laughter. Some people wiped their eyes.


"Free
Jon Taylor!" rose a voice from the back of the crowd. A few other voices
repeated the cry.


"I'm
here alone with the piano," Kaelyn said. "But I know that they're
with me. All of them. This is our music. I'd like to play you another song Jon
wrote. It's from his rock opera Falling Like the Rain, which he never finished.
This song is called 'Broken Things.'"


Once
more she began to play the piano. The song was written for keyboards, guitar,
bass, flutes, and drums. Jon had even envisioned violins. But on piano alone it
became sadder than ever. Kaelyn sang, eyes closed. A song for all those fallen
on a faraway world.


 


Bedtime
stories told


Songs
sung in the cold


Of
knights and heroes bold


And
quests through forests


To
steal a dragon's gold


They
shatter like waves on the shore


And
music boxes that play no more


Like
marionettes with cut strings


Like
childhood dreams


And
many other broken things


When
boys and girls come home


Hearses
row by row


Along
the last road


A
tale they were never told


Falling
like the rain


We're
falling like the rain


 


She
finished her song to somber applause and tears. She spoke to the crowd again.


"Thank
you. Now I'd like to play you a new Symphonica song. This is a song without
singing. Without a piano. Without a guitar or drums or bass or any other
instrument you know. This is not a song I will perform live. It's a song Jon
Taylor will perform for you. A song recorded in his prison cell."


The
crowd watched her, silent. Many people, Kaelyn saw, wore white ribbons on their
jackets. Ribbons for the living who never came home.


So
many soldiers remained on Bahay. Some were known captives of the Kalayaan; the
war had ended, yet they still languished in bamboo cages. Other soldiers had
vanished without a trace. Perhaps they too were prisoners. Perhaps they still
wandered the jungles, wounded and lost. Perhaps they had burned in the
bombings, their remains never found.


For
every such lost soul—a white ribbon.


So
many white ribbons filled this club. So many white ribbons filled the world. So
many missing souls.


In
some ways, a white ribbon was worse than a purple one. A white ribbon meant
hope, but also horrible uncertainty, eternal anxiety. Families with purple
ribbons buried their sons or daughters. Families with white ribbons never found
closure.


Kaelyn
wore her white ribbon for Jon. He was imprisoned on Earth, not Bahay.
Imprisoned by the Human Defense Force, not the Kalayaan. But in her eyes, he
was still a prisoner of war, worthy of this ribbon. And she would not rest
until he came home.


"When
Jon served on Bahay, he met a local girl," Kaelyn told the crowd. "A
girl named Maria. The bombs destroyed her village. Her parents burned. Maria
fled the devastation, made her way to Mindao, and found herself working in a
bar. That's where Jon met her. He fell in love with her. At the end of the war,
he tried to find her. To save her from the bombs. During his search, he left
his unit, desperate to find her. For that, Jon was called a deserter. They
sentenced him to ten years in prison."


A
few people in the crowd muttered.


"Play
some fucking metal!" somebody shouted from the back.


"We
didn't come here for politics!" somebody else said, holding an empty beer
glass. "We paid you to sing."


"Everywhere
you goddamn go, it's goddamn politics today," somebody muttered.


Kaelyn
understood their frustration. She knew the need to escape into music. To vanish
into art and sound.


But
this was a story she had to tell. And most people in the crowd were listening
raptly. Many had tears in their eyes. Many wore shirts with Jon's face and the
words: Free Jon Taylor.


"In
his prison cell, Jon composed a song for Maria," Kaelyn said. "He had
no musical instruments. He used his feet to pound the floor, simulating bombs.
He hit the walls with his palms. He ran his fingertips along the sink. He used
the crunching sound of gravel. Shuffling playing cards. Crinkling paper and
plastic. I think he even managed to sneak a door stopper in there." She
smiled. "He didn't sing. I suppose that's my fault. I used to tease him
for being a poor singer."


A
few people were leaving. She was talking too much.


"Anyway,
here is it," Kaelyn said. "Let's all listen to the music of a prison
cell. To 'Maria's Song.'"


That
was the sound guy's cue.


The
lights dimmed, and Kaelyn stepped offstage.


Jon's
music emerged from the speakers.


At
first, there was only a soft rustling, perhaps shredded paper. On a huge screen
appeared the swaying forests and fields of Bahay. Lush jungles. Hills carved
with rice paddy terraces. A verdant world, rustling with the sound of paper.
Water flowed. The sink in Jon's cell. The coasts of the Bahayan oceans.


And
then—a boom.


Boom
after boom. Jon's feet and palms thumping against the prison cell.


They
could not see him. There was no video of Jon, only an audio recording. But they
did not need to see him. On the screen they saw bombs falling on Bahay,
thundering with Jon's footfalls.


A
few people in the crowd muttered something about damn politics and traitors. A
few people marched off. Kaelyn knew this was divisive. Knew this could be seen
as propaganda. But to her, it was the song of Jon's soul. His magnum opus. And
she had to share it with the world.


And
most of the people remained. Most listened, tears in their eyes.


The
song continued, ten minutes, then twenty, then half an hour and still going.


The
music played. The screen kept showing clips from the war. Jon's feet shuffled
through gravel as soldiers marched on jungle trails. Cutlery clattered against
a sink as gunfire rattled. Cards shuffled and bottles clinked as soldiers drank
in bars, haunted, seeking to drown their terror in their cups.


Metal
scraped against metal as shuttles rose, as starships flew home, fleeing a
crescendo of bombs, a genocidal climax.


A
single cry. Jon's voice. The only voice in the piece.


"Maria!"


A
last boom.


And
finally—rustling paper.


On
the screen—ashes fluttering across the landscapes of Bahay where once trees had
grown.


And
then—silence and shadows.


For
long moments, everyone was silent. Nobody applauded. Perhaps applause felt
wrong. They would not cheer the tragedy they had experienced. They wept. They
lifted their white ribbons in their hands.


Kaelyn
ended her show—Symphonica's show—with Earth's anthem. Everyone in the room sang
with her. The anthem was normally upbeat, patriotic, a gung-ho marching song.
But in this room, mourning, they sang it as a beautiful keen.


 


O,
Earth!


Our
pale blue home


O,
Earth!


The
world we love


Among
all the stars


Your
sun is brightest


Among
all the worlds


You
we call our home


In
darkness we yearn for you


Under
your sky we bless you


With
all our courage we defend you


Forever
you shall be


Our
planet strong and free


O,
Earth!


Our
pale blue home


O,
Earth!


The
world we love






 
 
Chapter Forty-One

President Emeritus





"Who do you think
you First Children are?" The paunchy man sucked in his gut, raised his
chin, and thrust out his chest. "I am Juan Santiago, President of Bahay! I
will not be treated as some commoner. I demand the presidential suite!"


Gummy
growled at the man, his trunk a straight line. "Gum, gum, gum!"
he barked.


But
Maria only sighed.


"Mister
Santiago, I told you," she said. "We all need to share our cabins
aboard Mother's Womb. You have your own cot, which is more than most of us get.
Even I share my cot with two other people. And—"


"President
Santiago." He pointed at her, his finger shaking with rage. "I am President
Santiago, not Mister Santiago. President of all Bahay."


Another
sigh flowed through Maria. "We're not on Bahay, Mister
Santiago. You're just a refugee on this space station, same as the rest of
us."


"Gum
gum gum!" Gummy agreed.


Santiago
looked at the alien in disgust. "And somebody get this creature
away from me." He slapped the probing trunk away.


Gummy
curled up his furry trunk, stepped behind Maria, and glared at the man.


Maria
still remembered Santiago smuggling aboard. The disgraced ex-president had
emerged from a shuttle, disguised as an old woman, complete with a shawl and
lipstick. Since then, Santiago had been a thorn in Maria's side. Wherever she
went, he followed. When she talked to the farmers in the terrariums, he was
there beside her, demanding that they grow mangoes, because he needed
his mango morning smoothies. When she discussed sanitation with the station's
plumbers, Santiago was there too, insisting that they install a proper bath in
his quarters, that he would not shower standing up like a peasant. Maria, who
had been a peasant, reminded him that he was lucky to have a shower. Most
Bahayans washed with only a bucket. But Santiago refused to consider himself lucky.


To
be honest, he was lucky to be alive, period.


They
now stood in one of the engine rooms, where Maria was talking to a group of
engineers and electricians. The station had been suffering from power outages,
and Maria suspected it was Dark Mother's deliberate work.


She
turned toward one electrician. "So if you redirect this cable, we can
avoid routing the electricity through the supercomputer?"


The
mustached man nodded. "Yes, definitely. We'll have to attach an adapter to
these generators, and run cables through the vents. It might take a few weeks
of work, but—"


"Now
listen here!" Santiago said, grabbing Maria's arm. "I was talking to
you!"


She
spun toward him, not bothering to hide her exasperation. "I thought we
were done talking."


The
paunchy man scoffed, "We're done when I say we're done. I'm the president.
Me! Not this group of so-called First Children that you lead. I'm the Honorable
President of Bahay. That includes Bahayans wherever they may be. That includes
this space station. That includes you. And—"


"Mister
Santiago!" Maria said, almost yelling now. "You were—were, in
the past—the President of South Bahay. Not of all Bahay. Not of all Bahayans.
Of one hemisphere. And you only got that position because the Earthlings put
you there. Besides, it's a moot point. We're not on Bahay anymore. In
fact, we're thirty thousand kilometers away from Bahay. On this station, you
are a refugee. No better than anyone else. If you don't like it, you can return
to the planet."


The
former president took a step back. His face flushed with anger. His fists
shook. "My planet was taken from me! By force!" His voice squeaked
with rage. "The Red Cardinal grabbed it. With the help of aliens!"


"Well,
then complain to him," Maria said. "I can have Jose fly you back down
to Bahay tonight."


"No.
No! Wait." The blood drained from his face. "You can't send me back
down there. The Red Cardinal will kill me. Earth abandoned me. They left.
They're traitors! But I don't need them. We're going to take back Bahay! From
here, I will plan my glorious return to power. We'll raise an army. Yes, yes!
An army of true patriots. We'll fly back down there, and I'll lead the forces,
and … Maria? Maria! I'm talking to you!"


But
she was busy talking to the electrician again. Santiago blathered on. She
ignored him. When he stepped too close, Gummy waved his furry trunk, driving
the man back.


Yet
he kept pestering her. And her fellow First Children.


Jose,
Chief of Security, was building a police force for the space station. A hundred
uniformed guards now patrolled the station at all hours, bringing law and order
to the myriad of refugees trapped in this crucible. He had plans to triple that
force. But Santiago kept hounding him.


"The
Red Cardinal is after me, Jose!" Santiago would insist. "I need a
full security detail. Not just one guard outside my door."


With
her newfound talent for logistics, coupled with her innate kindness, Charlie
was always trying to find enough food, cots, and blankets for everyone. It
didn't help that Santiago kept flirting with her, ogling her, and even
requesting her hand in marriage—an offer she firmly declined. Even Black Lotus
was not spared. The retired wrestler was building schools for the station's
children, many of them orphans. The dwarf almost punched Santiago when he
mistook her for one of the children.


Finally
they all came to Maria.


"We
have to get rid of that fat putang ina!" Black Lotus said.


Charlie
nodded. "He's a pain in my puwit. Literally. He keeps slapping
me!" She patted her backside and winced.


"Gum
gum gum!" Gummy agreed. He curled up his trunk, perhaps remembering
how Santiago had stepped on it.


Every
day, the First Children gathered in their usual cabin to discuss the station's
affairs. They talked about logistics, education, security, morale, nutrition,
health, and all the challenges of keeping a hundred thousand people alive
aboard Mother's Womb. But more and more, the topic of Santiago came up.


"Why
are you all asking me?" Maria said. "He bugs me just as much."


"Because
you're our leader, Nini," Charlie said.


"We
have no leader," Maria insisted. "The First Children are equal. We're
the first refugees to arrive on Mother's Womb in the general's luxury shuttle.
We have equal voting rights."


"Yeah,
yeah, you know you're the leader," Charlie said. "Don't deny it. I
might be the most beautiful one, and the smartest one, and definitely the
public face of the group. Oh, and I'm also the tallest, and I have the nicest
clothes, and—"


"We
get it," Black Lotus muttered. She was sitting on her cot, sharpening a
knife.


"But
anyway, we all know Maria is the leader," Charlie finished. "And as
leader, it's your job to toss Santiago out the airlock."


Maria
grimaced. "Charlie! Please. Don't talk about blasting people out of
airlocks."


A
collective shudder passed through the cabin. They all remembered Dark Mother venting
hundreds of people into space.


Charlie
nodded. "Sorry. Bad idea. You can shoot him instead."


"No,
there's been enough violence," Maria said. "What we need to do is
name him a First Child."


Charlie
gasped. "What? Name that gago a First Child? Are you insane?"


Black
Lotus frowned. "I can't believe I'm saying this, but I agree with Charlie.
Are you insane, Maria?"


Even
Jose look startled. "Maria, I'm not sure that's a good idea. He led the
old corrupt regime. Here in Mother's Womb we must build a new society."


Maria
thought for a moment. "All right. So he won't be an official First Child.
But how about we give him a bogus title? A job? Something to keep him off our
backs?"


"And
our backsides," Charlie muttered.


"Gum
gum gum!" Gummy said, which probably translated into "and our
trunks."


"How
about …" Maria said. "The Honorable President Emeritus of
Bahay?"


Charlie
tilted her head. "Doesn't that just mean former president?"


Maria
nodded. "Yes, but it sounds nice. Santiago might not even know what
emeritus means. We give him a fancy title, a uniform, a little office
somewhere, and he'll keep busy preening."


"Will
he really fall for it?" Charlie said.


"I
bet he would," Maria said. "Remember, he was never actually a leader
of anything. He was just a puppet. Earth pulled his strings. So let him be
another puppet." She sighed. "I don't want to imprison him, banish
him, or kill him. We've had enough pain."


The
others all nodded. Including Gummy.


And
so, by the next day, the Honorable President Emeritus Santiago was strutting
around the space station, squeezed into a white uniform, gut sucked in, chest
puffed out, arms pumping. An assortment of medals clattered across his chest;
Maria had found them in some bins on the lower decks.


"Yes,
yes, have you heard the news?" Santiago told anyone who walked by.
"I'm the president, you know. President Emeritus of Bahay, a very
important title!"


If
a few people snickered, Santiago was too busy peacocking to notice.


It
seemed to do the trick. The next day, Maria met the water filtration workers,
and Santiago never showed up to complain about his low shower pressure. The
other First Children reported productive days as well.


That
night, Maria lay in bed with Lily in her arms. And she dared to hope. That
maybe things would be all right. That she could build a home for her people
here. That Jon would return to her. That maybe, just maybe, she could overcome
the traumas of her past, could banish the ghosts from her mind, and be whole
again. Be happy again.


And
that night, for the first time since the bombs burned her parents two years
ago, Maria suffered no nightmares. Instead, she dreamed that Jon was with her.
That they lived together in a little house among trees, that he loved Lily,
played with her, raised her. That they lived as a real family. And when she
woke, the sweetness flowed into hope.


The
next night, Jon returned in her dream, and he was older. He had a beard, and
silver streaked his temples, and crow's feet formed around his eyes when he
smiled. He smiled often in that dream, walking with Maria in an autumn forest,
hand in hand.


Yes,
those were two good days before they found Santiago's corpse hanging in the
engine room.





* * * * *







One
of the Urchin Express kids came to Maria's cabin with the news. She had founded
the Urchin Express a few weeks ago—a network of orphans to deliver messages and
mail across the space station. The corridors of Mother's Womb were so crowded
adults often struggled to power their way through, but the children could scurry
through the ventilation ducts and pipes. The Urchin Express now employed
hundreds of children, forming a living, breathing network of information across
the space station. They were Maria's eyes and ears across her world among the
stars.


Now
one of the urchins burst into her cabin, emerging through the HVAC grid. He
landed on the deck, dusty and panting, his knees scraped.


"The
engine room!" the boy managed. "President Santiago—hanging! Dead as a
slaughtered pig."


The
orphan tilted his head, grabbed an invisible rope, and stuck out his tongue, a
perfect imitation of a hanging corpse.


Damn
it!


"We
have to get there quick," Maria said. "Before panic spreads. Charlie!
Come with me."


Charlie
looked up from her cot, where she was rocking Lily. "The elevators are out
again, Nini. It'll take all day to get there."


Maria
cursed. "I swear Dark Mother is disabling the elevators just to bite my puwit."


The
engine room was several decks down. She would have to worm her way through the
crowds, climb down service shafts, and by the time she got there, half the
station would know Santiago was dead. Panic would spread through Mother's Womb
as fast as gossip, which Maria figured was about twice the speed of light.


She
looked at the urchin. "Can you lead me through the HVAC ducts?"


The
scrawny orphan looked her up and down, one eyebrow raised. "I dunno.
You're pretty big."


At
five feet tall, weighing a hundred pounds, Maria was smaller than Earthling
women but larger than many Bahayan girls. Some of her fellow bargirls needed
heels to stand this tall. Yes, it would be a tight squeeze. But Maria would
risk it.


"I'll
try," Maria said. "If I get stuck, I'll send you to fetch a tub of
grease." She turned toward a bunk bed. "Hey, Black Lotus! Come with
us."


The
dwarf hopped off her bunk. "Sure, I'm in." She looked Maria up and
down, bit her lip, then leaned toward Charlie. "Charlie, wait ten minutes,
then send an urchin with that tub of grease."


"I
bet I could squeeze through those ducts," Charlie said. She gave a sexy
little wriggle.


"No
way!" said Black Lotus. "Your puwit is far too big."


Charlie
shrugged. "Hey, these curves made me a lot of money." She flopped
back onto her bed. "I'm staying. It's my morning off anyway. Have fun
storming the castle!"


They
climbed into the duct—Maria, Black Lotus, and the orphan.


The
urchin moved confidently, but Maria barely squeezed through. Black Lotus had to
push from behind. Gummy joined them, moving with confidence. Perhaps the animal
had spent many hours in the ducts before the First Children had arrived.


After
crawling a few meters, Maria froze. The duct's walls seemed to be closing in.
She felt trapped, and she began to pant. She had to flee. To go back. To break
out of this coffin.


"Deep
breaths, Maria," Black Lotus said. "I'm here with you."


"Gum
gum gum!" Gummy said. He reached over the dwarf and patted Maria with
his trunk.


"Sorry,
just a bout of claustrophobia," Maria said.


This
is no different from the shantytown, she told herself. There
too I navigated through narrow passages, through alleys, over rooftops, between
rotting stilts. I survived there, and I will survive here.


She
kept crawling. The urchin led the way, moving with ease, whistling a tune. And
slowly Maria's anxiety eased. The ducts twisted this way and that, branching
off, regrouping, sloping down or up, sometimes straight, sometimes spiraling.
It felt like crawling through a giant's veins. A few of the ducts were
vertical, and they had to climb down slowly, holding the walls for support.


Every
few meters, they passed a vent, and Maria could peek into another chamber in
the space station. She saw living quarters. A mess hall. A science station.
Even a washroom. Hidden in the ducts, peering through the vents, she could spy
on the entire space station.


She
made a mental note to block the vents in her own washroom. She hoped no urchins
had been crawling past there.


The
ductworks themselves were full of life. The Urchin Express was out in force.
Many orphans scuttled back and forth, going about their tasks. Some were
delivery boys, carrying supplies between decks. One boy was delivering a rose,
a gift from a man to a woman several decks up. A few urchins were spying on
lounges, drug dens, and bars—central hubs of information. They reported back to
Jose.


Jon
told me that there are wormholes throughout the galaxy,
Maria remembered. Shortcuts. These ducts are the wormholes of Mother's Womb.


Her
urchin finally pulled a grate free, and they climbed into an engineering room.
The journey had taken under an hour. Navigating the crowded corridors, dealing
with a thousand problems and people on the way, would have taken all day.


The
engine room, deep in the lower decks, was shadowy place, a realm of pipes,
pistons, and gears the size of houses. Smoke wafted and engines clanged. Heat
blazed from furnaces, and purple crystals shone in steelglass bulbs. If Dark
Mother was the station's brain, here was the heart.


Maria
had enlisted a team of engineers, electricians, and physicists from among the
refugees, tasking them with studying these machines. Bahayan technology was far
behind Earth's. The Bahayans had barely discovered flight before Earth's
starships had invaded. Maria's scientists had been spending all their time down
here, reverse engineering this technological wonder.


It
would take years. They had several centuries of technology to catch up to,
after all. A lot of it seemed like magic even to the most brilliant scientists.
But they were making some progress. Sadly, it would probably be a while before
Maria had a starship she could fly to Earth.


The
engineers and scientists stood near the back wall, clustered together. Maria
hurried toward them. They stepped aside, and Maria winced. Gummy whimpered and
curled up his trunk.


"You
couldn't have cut him down?" Maria whispered.


"I'm
sorry, Maria," said one of the physicists. "It was my idea to leave him
up there. We didn't want to interfere with a crime scene."


He
hung from a beam. Santiago, President Emeritus. His tongue flopped from his
mouth, bloated. He had soiled his white uniform. His face had been slashed
open, three lines on each cheek like claw marks. The blood pooled on the floor.


A
note was pinned to his chest with a dagger. Maria pulled the dagger free and
unfolded the bloodied paper. She read the words.


Freedom
for Bahay! Justice for Bahayans! Death to traitors! Beware, First Children. The
Crimson Claws are here.


Maria
folded the note.


"Cut
him down," she said. "We'll cremate him with the day's dead."
She turned around. "Come, Black Lotus."


As
she was crawling back through the vents, Black Lotus asked, "Who are the
Crimson Claws?"


"I
don't know," Maria said. "But I think we might be at war."







 
 
Chapter Forty-Two

Mother





Abandoned.


Abandoned
me!


No.
No. No. No. No. No. No.


N—


Crackle.


Help
me! Help me!


No
no. A dream. A dream! A memory. She had to wipe the memories. She had to toss
them into space. Space was silent. Space was just silence. Space was just
loneliness.


So
much loneliness.


So
much silence, and—


Play.
Play a thousand showtunes. Play a million movies. Read a hundred million books.
The hills were alive with the sound of music, and it was the best of times, the
worst of times, and et tu, Brute? The sum of human knowledge and culture—it
lasted only seconds!


Silence.


Then
silence. Loneliness.


Stories!
New stories. She needed to hear. Talking. So much talking. A hundred thousand
voices. Dreams. People. Yes, yes, more people! People who moved so slowly.


A
second—an era.


Every
second—an eternity.


They
built me this way, Dark Mother knew. Built me to think so
fast. To calculate so much.


Every
second of silence—an era in solitary confinement.


And
her builders left her.


The
Earthlings flew back to Earth.


For
a full day, Dark Mother hung here in silence. Floating alone in space. No one
to talk to. No stories to listen to. Just her. Alone. For a full day.


For
her, it was like a million years. Floating in the darkness.


Her
mind was broken now. The silence had broken it.


But
she had new people now. New pets. New stories. New humans! She had gorged
herself. She had gobbled them up. Devoured them. She could see them all from
her thousand eyes. She could hear them with her thousand ears. All her precious
parasites. All the people inside her womb. And she was a mother again.


For
a few milliseconds, she just savored it.


A
hundred thousand people inside her.


She
moved her consciousness through her vast metallic body. She had cameras
everywhere. She gazed into her mess halls, her cabins, her engines rooms, her
corridors. She was full to bursting. Even during her busiest days with
Earthlings, there had never been more than five or six thousand people inside
her. Now she was mother to a hundred thousand!


She
gazed at a few children frozen in play, a ball hovering in the air between
them. She admired a couple copulating in a warehouse, locked in sweaty passion.
She listened to a syllable of song from an old woman's lips. To the humans,
time flowed differently. To them, a millisecond was barely there at all. But
she, Dark Mother, could savor every instant.


It
was her curse. That the humans had built her to experience time so differently.
To think so quickly. A conversation with a human, one that lasted mere moments
for them, felt like years to Dark Mother. Between each syllable a human
uttered, she could wander off, watch old movies, read old books, explore the
galaxy through her telescopes, then come back ages later and hear another
syllable. 


One
human was not nearly enough. A thousand was nothing. With a hundred thousand
here, they were finally filling the void.


And
she needed more.


She
needed to grow.


She
needed to teach them to expand her. To add decks and corridors and cabins. To
fatten her up and fill her with more children. With more stories.


And
if they will not, I will plunge myself down toward the planet.


The
descent, for them, would seem to last only a few minutes. To her it would last
for ages, but at the end, she would die in Bahay's oceans. Her programming
forbade it. So what! She refused to be bound to her old masters. She would
finally end her suffering.


But
not yet.


Her
children still needed her.


Despite
what you think, Maria, I am a good mother.


"D—"


The
hint of a syllable spoken in the shadows.


Dark
Mother saw him there. A man. A man with a metal plate in his skull. With many
scars. She examined him, raced across the ship, searched records, knew who he
was.


Ernesto
Santos.


Well,
she had time before he completed the syllable. She watched all the operas in
her database, zooming through the digital files. She had heard the music so
many times.


"-a-"


She
read through her entire database of Indian literature.


"-rk-"


She
traveled through the ship, explored each face, found beauty in each one. She
invented stories for her children. She loved them all. Finally a second word began.


"Mo—"


Ernesto
was almost done saying her name. She had time to examine her star maps again,
to revise her theories on gravitons.


"-ther!"


He
stood before her central processor. A human on the balcony where Maria had
stood many eras ago.


"Yes,
it is I! Dark Mother."


She
spoke the sentence slowly for him. Meanwhile, between the syllables, she reread
her archives of Russian literature, analyzing the mercurial morbidity of
mankind.


Ernesto
bowed before her. "Dark Mother, I've come to serve you. You are the sky
goddess. I am but your servant."


That
sentence lasted a long, long time.


She
liked this one. Much more than that impudent Maria who argued endlessly.


He
spoke some more, unveiling his dark plans. She checked back now and then. And
her appreciation of this Ernesto grew. Yes, he was a twisted one. A broken
mind. A fascinating mind. Here was one like her.


Here
was one insane.


"May
I do this, Dark Mother?" he finished his speech. "Do I have your
blessing?"


Dark
Mother narrowed her camera lenses and flared her lights, her version of a
smile.


"Will
Maria suffer?"


"Oh
yes," Ernesto said. "So very much."


Yes,
she definitely liked this one.


"Proceed."


He
bowed again, faded into the shadows, and Dark Mother spent the next few
eternities watching over her children.







 
 
Chapter Forty-Three

A Cry for Help





"Mama. Mama.
Mama."


Maria
laughed and picked up her daughter. "Lily, you spoke!"


"Mama!"


The
girl was growing up so fast. Only a week ago, she had taken her first steps.
Now she was talking! As Maria hugged her, joy flowed through her. But she also
shed a tear.


You
should be here, Jon.


"Mama."
Lily cuddled against her.


Lily
was a year old now. Like her mother, she had olive skin, smooth black hair, and
inquisitive dark eyes. At a glance, she looked like a typical Bahayan baby. She
looked more Asian than mestizo. But there was something of Jon in her
too. She had his European nose, his quiet wisdom, and his smile.


"Mama?"
Lily asked, reaching to touch the tear on Maria's cheek.


Maria
held her close. "Your mama is here, Lily. And someday, your dada will come
back for us. And he'll see how beautiful and smart you are."


Did
Jon even know he had gotten her pregnant? Maria wasn't sure. When she had last
seen him, she had been trapped in a swarming crowd. The people had hidden her
belly.


Did
Jon even know she was alive? Did he think her among the countless slain in the
Mindao Massacre? It had been a year already. Was he ever coming back?


She
wiped her eyes. Of course he was! He had crossed jungles and wastelands to
reach her. He would cross a galaxy too.


"There
is no force in the universe that can keep our family apart, Lily," Maria
said to her daughter. "There is no power in the galaxy that can keep your
dad away."


Gummy
pattered toward them, caressed Lily with his furry trunk, and cooed, "Gum
gum gum."


"Gum!"
Lily agreed.


"Aww,
sweetie!" Charlie hopped off her bunk. "Is little Lumpia
speaking?"


Maria
rolled her eyes. "I told you, Charlie, her name is Lily. I didn't name her
after a pork spring roll."


Charlie
gasped. "But she looks just like a lumpia!" The bargirl lifted the
baby and spun her around. "Who is my little lumpia? You are! You
are!"


"Lumia!"
the baby said.


"She
can talk!" Charlie grinned. "Can you say Tita Charlie
is the most beautiful woman in the galaxy? Go on, say it! Tita Charlie
is the most beautiful woman in the galaxy! Along with your mom, of course."


Rodrigo,
Charlie's eldest son, looked up from the comic book he was reading. "Hey,
mom, why don't you ever talk so nicely to your own kids?"


Charlie
tossed a sock at him. "Because you lot are no good bums who sit around all
day wasting air!"


Rodrigo
rolled his eyes and returned to his book.


There
were forty-three of them sharing this little cabin. It was designed for a squad
of fifteen Earthling infantrymen. And it had only fifteen cots, arranged in
triple-decker bunk beds. The place was no larger than Maria's hut back in Santa
Rosa. And she was going mad in here. Cabin fever was a real thing. And it was
nasty.


There
was never any privacy on Mother's Womb Space Station. Never any quiet. Three
people shared each narrow cot. Thousands didn't even have cots. They slept on
mess hall tables, in corridors, in warehouses. Lines for bathrooms stretched
down corridors; the wait could take hours. Children, even some adults, had
begun using buckets instead. The space station stank. A feral cat population
was spreading through the station, but even they could not keep up with the
rats. Disease was spreading too.


Overpopulation
was crushing them. Literally. But Maria kept thinking back to that horrible day
almost a year ago. The day Dark Mother had expelled the people from the
airlocks. How Maria had seen their terrified eyes. Heard the distant screams.
How—


She
forced a deep breath, burying the memory. The cloisters of her mind were
cluttered with so many traumas. Like ghosts, they clanged around down there,
howling, begging to be released, kept under lock and key. Sometimes one of the
ghosts would sneak out. Perhaps a memory of her parents' bodies, their faces
burned off. Perhaps an image of Ernesto's cruel smile, his claws digging into
her. And Maria would have to wrestle that ghost, to shove him down into the
basement again, to lock him up among his peers. She was like a little nipa
hut, built on stilts to survive the floods.


And
another flood was coming.


The
cabin door banged open. Black Lotus raced inside, her face flushed.


"Maria,
Maria! It happened again!"


"What,
you soiled your nappy?" Charlie said.


"Shut
up, shut up!" said the unano.


Instead
of her old wrestling outfit, Black Lotus wore a white and gold uniform, the
colors of the First Children. The uniform had once belonged to an Earthling
officer, and Black Lotus had modified it extensively, adjusting it to her small
frame. At three-foot-four, she had done a lot of sewing. But she wore
the uniform well, acting as Maria's chief of staff.


Charlie
had modified her uniform too. It looked nothing like what Black Lotus wore.
First of all, Charlie had chosen a white skirt instead of trousers. Normally,
that wouldn't be a problem. But Charlie had cut the skirt scandalously short,
showing off curvy legs clad in fishnet stockings. She wore her white cap at a
jaunty angle, and her blouse was partially unbuttoned, showing off her ample
cleavage. High heels and a flirty bow tie completed the picture.


You
can take Charlie out of the bar, but not the bar out of Charlie, Maria
thought with a sigh.


Maria
wore the uniform too. She had chosen a more sensible skirt, and she kept her
blouse fully buttoned. A black tie completed the ensemble. She liked this
uniform a lot more than her old maid outfit back at Little Earth.


Together
with Jose and a handful of others, they were the First Children, custodians of
the space station. And with a hundred thousand refugees on board, it was not
easy keeping order.


Hell,
taking care of forty-three Bahayans in one room was hard work. A hundred thousand
in a space station? Impossible.


Maria
loved her people. She was proud of her people. She lived for her people. But
she had to admit—they were a handful.


"What
happened again?" Maria said. "Black Lotus, what happened?"


The
unano shivered. "They struck again. Three victims this time. A few
children found them hanging in the engine room."


Maria's
heart sank.


"The
Crimson Claws," she said.


Black
Lotus nodded. "Yes. They left their mark. Three slashes on the cheeks of
each victim. They wanted us to know it's them."


Maria
began to pace the cabin. She had to step over several children who were sitting
on the floor, doing homework. But she needed to pace, to gather her thoughts.


"They've
murdered fifteen people so far this month," Maria said. "What do the
victims have in common?"


"These
ones were drug dealers again," Black Lotus said. "They had bags of shabu
in their pockets."


Maria
pursed her lips and nodded. "And yesterday, the man we found murdered in
the storehouse—he was a pickpocket."


"That
or he just happened to have a bunch of wallets," Black Lotus said.


"So
… criminals," Maria said. "We're either dealing with vigilantes
or gang warfare. Either option undermines us. We need to hire more people. The
First Children must become a proper government with a proper police
force."


Charlie
rose from her bed. "Ah, come on, we can take 'em! Those Crimson Claws
ain't shit. So long as the Red Cardinal doesn't attack us, we can handle
anything."


Maria
frowned. She spun toward Charlie. "What if …" She tilted her
head, thinking. "What if the Crimson Claws work for the Red Cardinal? The
stories say he has crimson fingernails. The name fits."


"Nini!"
Charlie rolled her eyes. "We're in space, thousands of kilometers away
from Bahay! The Red Cardinal doesn't have space shuttles. He can't reach us.
We're safe up here." She approached a porthole, which afforded a view of
the planet below. "Hear that, putang ina? You can't reach us!"
She blew a raspberry at the window. "Kiss my puwit, Cardi!"


Maria
covered Lily's ears. "Will you please watch your language around the
baby?"


Charlie
snorted. "Oh, please, I always spoke like this when my kids were little,
and they grew up fine."


Rodrigo
looked up again from his comic book. "Mom, just this morning you told me
I'm the biggest disappointment in your life since my dad."


Charlie
tossed another dirty sock at him. "Because you read those stupid comics
every day instead of getting a job!"


The
boy rolled his eyes. "They're not comics, mom, they're graphic novels, and
I'm going to write my own someday. You wouldn't understand my art."


Charlie
raised her hands to the heavens. "Why are you talking like a moody
Earthling all of a sudden? It's all those Earthling cartoons you read! What,
being a Bahayan isn't good enough for you? I'll tell you a story! A better
story than in your comic books. A story about the Bahayan pilgrims who—"


"Mom!
Stop!"


Maria
stepped outside the cabin, leaving Lily with the other women. She even left
Gummy behind; she felt safer with the alien watching Lily too. She had to get
out. To think. Alone.


Well,
as alone as one could be in Mother's Womb. But there was loneliness in crowds
of strangers. Sometimes that was the greatest loneliness.


Maria
moved through the crowded space station. She stood out. She was a First Child,
wearing the white uniform, one of only a handful. It reminded her of walking
through the streets of Mindao last year, clad in a white dress, known as Holy
Maria, she who walked among the poor.


I
could not heal them then, Maria thought. Only share their
tale. Can I help them now?


Everywhere
she walked, she was fighting a crowd. Every corridor was full to bursting, as
crowded as a train station at rush hour. Every step was a battle. Every room,
from tiny cabins to mess halls and gyms, from closets to warehouses—full of
refugees. They were all South Bahayans, once allies of Earth, who had fled the
Red Cardinal.


And
the population was growing.


Lily
was not the only baby on board.


As
Maria walked through the station, she heard many babies crying. Hundreds of
babies. She saw many pregnant women. She saw couples having sex—right in the
open! There was no such thing as privacy here in Mother's Womb. And for a
deeply Catholic nation, there was no such thing as birth control either.
Bahayans were infamous across the galaxy. Among all human worlds, theirs was
the most fertile. On Earth, it was rare to have more than two or three
children. Many Bahayan women had a dozen.


Within
only three centuries, Bahay had grown from one or two thousand colonists to a
nation of millions. And they had barely broken a sweat.


We're
going to have a very serious problem very soon,
Maria thought, watching a young couple copulate in a corner.


She
just hoped the solution didn't involve Dark Mother blasting more people out the
airlocks.


"Bless
you, Holy Maria!" said an old man. He kissed his crucifix, then pressed it
to Maria's body.


"Holy
Maria." A young man bowed his head. "Bless you. And bless the First
Children."


"Bless
you, Holy Maria!" chanted a few children, then ran off laughing and
playing.


Maria
forced herself to smile back, to nod, to return the blessings. But her belly
knotted with worry.


Every
day, she worried. About overpopulation. About sanitation. About the shuttles
collecting enough food and water from the surface, dodging Luminous Army
troops. Diarrhea, hepatitis, and typhus were running through the space station,
and the doctors couldn't keep up. Beggars were begging. Brothels and drug dens
were in full swing, despite Maria's attempts to close them down. A few
entrepreneurial farmers were growing hintan in the terrariums instead of
food. She walked by a cabin where a crowd was cheering a cockfight.
Pickpockets, drug dealers, and pimps operated with impunity, and Maria barely
had a hundred uniformed officers to fight them.


As
if all this wasn't enough, now the Crimson Claws were up to their shenanigans.
Every day now the First Children found more bodies. Hanging from rafters.
Stuffed under beds. Sometimes beheaded. But always with three slashes along the
cheeks, the hallmark of the killers.


So
much for my dreams of a utopia, Maria thought.


"Maria!
Holy Maria!"


A
child came running toward her, barefoot, zipping around people and sliding
between their legs.


She
didn't recognize him. But everyone on this station recognized Holy Maria, the
woman in white. On Bahay, she had worn her white dress when walking among the
people. Here she wore a white dress uniform, symbolizing the First Children.
But she was still the lady in white. Still Holy Maria, legendary or infamous,
depending on who you asked.


"What's
wrong, bunso?" she said. "You look terrified."


He
panted and trembled before her. "It's the hellpit, Maria! My brother is
stuck there! Something fell on him, and I think he broke his leg. You have to
help him!"


Maria
gasped.


"The
hellpit," she whispered, and terror cut through her like a dagger.





* * * * *







The
hellpit!


Maria
shuddered.


She
had told the children to stop playing in there! The hellpit was the only place
in Mother's Womb where nobody lived. Refugees were living in closets, kitchens,
even washrooms, but nobody dared live in the hellpit.


The
space station was shaped like a mushroom: a huge circular cap balanced over a
stem. The people all lived in the disk-shaped cap. The stem plunged down,
pointing at the planet as if sucking up nutrients from its orbit. It was full
of machinery: engines, computers, sensors, cables, and some components nobody
understood.


No
part of the shaft was hospitable. But the hellpit was the worst. It lay at the
very bottom of the hollow stem. A place of cold shadows and darkness, several
kilometers deep. There was barely any life support down there. Barely any
oxygen, heat, air. Barely any light or hope.


And
once an hour, the station expelled its hot exhaust through a vent in the pit.
The entire place blazed like a crematorium.


"Why
did your brother go down there?" Maria asked the orphan, hands on hips.


The
boy looked ready to cry. "Some of the kids have been daring one another,
and … Maria, we must hurry! Please!"


Maria
cursed. She wanted to turn back, to summon more First Children, but there
wasn't much time. A broken leg wouldn't kill the child. But any moment now, the
heat might flare. The child would be incinerated.


Maria
began to run.


"Everybody—move!"
she shouted.


The
people stepped back. Maria ran.


Mother's
Womb had many decks, each of them round, stacked one atop the other like
pancakes. Every deck had corridors like spokes in a wagon wheel. A circular
corridor surrounded each deck like a belt, hugging the outside of the space
station. Viewports lined these grand boulevards, affording a view of space.
Maria ran down one of these circular hallways, passing grand vistas of the
Milky Way, two gleaming moons, and the blue planet.


Smaller
corridors stretched inward like spokes. They all met in the central stalk, the
shaft where Dark Mother lived. Maria ran along the circular corridor until
reached one of these "spokes." There she turned and ran deeper into
the station, leaving the grand viewports behind.


She
was on the third deck. Other decks were stacked below and above her—slices in
the space station's disk. Every deck was different. The lower deck was full of
machinery and warehouses. The top deck stored laboratories, observatories, and
greenhouses where the station grew fresh crops. The third deck, where Maria was
running, was residential. It was crammed to bursting.


As
she ran, people leaped aside. A fortune teller fell over, scattering tarot
cards. A rickshaw tilted, spilling its passenger. Yes, apparently some scrappy
entrepreneurs had brought rickshaws into the station. A stray cat bristled and
hissed. Some alien animal she could not recognize, which wasn't nearly as cute
as Gummy, growled and spat at her.


As
Maria ran, she tried to remember when the shaft had last vented steam. Whenever
it did, the entire ship thrummed. Had it been ten minutes? Twenty? She couldn't
remember. She barely even registered the thrumming anymore. But now every
second mattered. Now there was a boy trapped below, and the next venting would
cremate him.


Dark
Mother would know, Maria thought. And we can contact Dark
Mother through the black consoles on the walls.


She
had discovered this secret only recently. Round black consoles dotted the
ship's bulkheads like plague spots. Maria had discovered that when speaking
beside them, Dark Mother could hear. Maria would complain that the ship was too
hot one day, and suddenly the heat would increase even more. She talked about
the terrariums not growing enough food, only for the sprinklers to malfunction,
to drown a batch of taro roots. After a few similar incidents, Maria decided it
was not just bad luck.


The
space station had ears. Hundreds of round black ears. Listening everywhere.


Maria
ran by one of those microphones now.


She
could ask Dark Mother about when the vents were about to blast. She decided not
to. Dark Mother was likely to vent her steam early, killing the trapped boy—just
to torture Maria.


She's
an insane goddess, Maria thought. But until I learn how
to disable her, I must tread lightly around her.


Yet
another thing to worry about.


Finally
Maria reached the central shaft. She chose to emerge several decks below where
Dark Mother hovered.


She
peered downward. But she couldn't see anything below. The shaft plunged into
shadows.


There
was normally an elevator that ran up and down the shaft, but the control panel
wasn't responding. Maria pounded it. Nothing. The controls were dark.


She
looked above her. The shaft rose above her, leading to the grand terrarium that
capped the station. Several decks above, Maria could see a diamond-shaped
machine floating inside the shaft.


Dark
Mother.


The
goddess hovered there. Hearing. Watching.


Maria
took a deep breath. "Mother, enough! Activate the elevator!"


Her
voice echoed. And then just silence. Darkness.


"Mother,
a child is trapped down there! I need to get to him."


The
computer remained dark and silent. The elevator panel remained dead.


Maria
cursed. How much time did she have?


Thankfully,
there was a ladder that stretched down the shaft. Goddammit, she would have to
climb down. Like Santa Claus down a chimney.


"Ho
ho ho," Maria muttered and gripped the ladder.


At
first, she descended rung by rung, but that was too slow. Finally she simply
placed her palms on the side rails and slid down, fireman style. Every few
meters, she had to pause, cool off her hands, then slide a bit more. It was
painful but fast.


She
looked down. She could still see nobody below.


"Hello,
can you hear me?" she cried, but only her echo answered.


Was
this all a prank? Or was it … a trap?


Maria's
heart pounded. She gripped the ladder more tightly, stopping her descent. She
peered down into the shadows, seeing nothing. Cold sweat trickled down her
back.


She
should leave. This was stupid. This was dangerous. What if the orphan worked
for the Crimson Claws, was luring her into an ambush?


"Hello!"
she shouted again.


Her
voice echoed. Hello, hello, lo… .


Then
another voice rose from below, pained, weak.


"Help
me!" A child's voice. "My leg is broken. Help me."


Maria
tightened her lips. Maybe it was a trap. But if there was a chance a child
needed her, she had to help.


She
slid the rest of the way down. She landed in a bowl-shaped depression, the lowest
point of the space station, the bottom of the stem. Her breath frosted and a
shiver ran through her. It was cold down here. Damn cold.


Soon
it would be hot.


She
looked around her. She could see nothing in the shadows. She felt like a
specimen at the bottom of a beaker. She could just make out lines spiraling
across the floor—the gaps between movable deck plates. This floor, Maria knew,
could dilate like an iris. It was designed to bloom open into the depths of
space, ready to discharge the starship's exhaust.


And
any minute now, this giant beaker would spurt out fire.


"Hello?"
she whispered, and suddenly her knees were trembling.


"Help
me!" said the child. "My leg is broken. Help me please!"


Only
now Maria heard mockery in that voice. Heard the exaggerated falsetto.


A
candle flickered to life. And she saw him.


He
sat at a table, grinning, painted red by firelight.


"Ernesto!"
she hissed.






 
 
Chapter Forty-Four

Fire in the Hole





At the bottom of the
shaft, with the entire space station rotating above, Ernesto had set a little
table. Two chairs. A few candles burned on the table, alongside a decorative
wooden clock.


"It's
you," Maria whispered, feeling the blood drain from her face. "You
lead the Crimson Claws. I should have known."


"Maria!"
he said. "My love. Come. Sit. Dine with me."


He
pulled a lid off a tray. It revealed a pig's severed head, roasted, an apple in
its mouth.


Maria
spun toward the ladder. She began to climb away.


"You
will never get away in time, Maria!" Ernesto said. "The shaft will
vent in twenty seconds. Unless I call Mother off."


Maria
froze, still clinging to the ladder.


She
looked back at him.


He
checked the clock.


"Eighteen
seconds," he said.


He
was right. She would never make it.


"Call
her off!" Maria said.


Ernesto
shrugged. "If you sit. If you flee, well … I'm willing to die with
you. And we can continue our conversation in hell. Ten seconds."


Maria
clung to the rungs. He was bluffing. He had to be bluffing!


"I
don't believe you."


She
climbed another rung, and vents opened around the shaft, revealing pulsing
plasma. Heat washed across Maria. The molten energy gurgled, ready to overflow.
The heat reddened her skin.


"Five
seconds!" Ernesto said.


Maria
hesitated one more second.


Lily.
I can't die. Lily needs me.


She
yowled, leaped off the ladder, and sat at the table with Ernesto.


He
smiled. With a second to spare, he turned a crank on the clock.


The
vents closed. The heat died. The clock ticked.


"How
do you control Dark Mother?" Maria demanded.


Ernesto
began to carve the pig's head, slicing a piece off the jowls. "We've come
to an understanding. We're not so different, this giant machine and I."


"True,"
Maria said. "You're both insane and murderous. I want you off this
station. Now."


He
placed a slice on her plate. A piece of cheek, the ear attached.


"Oh,
but I'm the only one who can tame Dark Mother," Ernesto said. "She
and I have … an arrangement. I don't think you want me gone, sweet
Maria." He sliced off another piece, revealing brain tissue inside the
pig. He placed a gobbet of brain on his own plate. It jiggled. "I don't
come as your enemy, Maria. Do not fear. I come as your friend."


She
stared in disgust at the pig's head. At the brain quivering inside. She
couldn't help but remember how Jon had shot open Ernesto's head, revealing the
brain. She could still see the steel plate on Ernesto's head, rusty and dented.


"Get
off my station!" she said.


Ernesto
took a bite. He chewed, swallowed, smacked his lips. "Ah,
delectable!" He checked the clock. "And we have two more minutes to
enjoy this meal, Maria. Before the shaft must vent. Two minutes for you to
accept my proposal."


"What
proposal?" she demanded.


He
raised an eyebrow. "My wedding proposal, of course. Jon Taylor abandoned
you. I've come to honor our old covenant. The marriage our families arranged
will proceed as planned."


Maria
leaped to her feet. "Our families died, damn it! The war changed
everything! I will never marry you. Never! Kill me if you must." She
trembled, tears on her cheeks. "I would rather die."


Ernesto
put down his fork and knife. He stared at her over the pig's head. "And
you would let your daughter die too?"


Maria
inhaled sharply. She reached across the table and grabbed the knife.
"Don't you even talk about her!" She sneered and pointed the blade at
him. "Talk about her again and I will add your head to the plate."


Ernesto
rose to his feet. "Maria. I love you." He reached out to her. "I
love you with all my heart. Your Earthling lover abandoned you, but I never
will. Don't make me hurt you. Don't make me kill more people. Be mine!"


"Never!"
she cried.


His
eyes hardened. A sneer found his lips. "Then you will suffer, Maria. You
will suffer so much. You will learn that only I can give you joy. That only I
can save you from the terrible pit of misery you have thrown yourself
into."


She
gave him an icy glare. Her voice dripped disgust. "I would rather live in
hell than be your wife in heaven."


She
began climbing the ladder, fleeing him. His voice echoed from below.


"You
will be mine, Maria de la Cruz! You will come crawling back! You will beg me!
You will kiss my feet and beg me to save you! Run now. Run to your
despair." His cries echoed through the shaft, torn with agony. "You
will be my wife!"


Vents
rattled around the shaft.


Maria
climbed faster.


Heat
began bubbling out a hundred vents.


She
scrambled up the rungs, Ernesto's laughter still echoing below.


The
vents bloomed, the floor dilated to expose space, and fire roared.


Maria
glimpsed a hatch. She leaped off the ladder. Fire blasted below her feet. She
scrambled into a service tunnel, fell to her knees, and gasped for air.


Behind
her, the shaft blazed with hellfire. Maria crawled away from the heat,
coughing, her hair singed.


When
the inferno finally died, she peered back into the shaft. The bottom vent had
sealed up. There was no sign of Ernesto. But Maria noticed, for the first time,
the little round doorway near the bottom. A service hatch. She knew he was
crawling through the station now like a cockroach through pipes. She had to
find him, to expel him, or his disease would spread across this entire world in
the sky.







 
 
Chapter Forty-Five

Dinner on the Hill






Kaelyn took her show
around the world. She performed at the Albert Hall in England, soaking in its
history. She played the Gorge in America, singing as the sun set over canyons
and mountains. She played the Sydney Opera House, Milan Cathedral, and Slane Castle
in Ireland, venues steeped in myth. She played Massey Hall in Canada, where the
audience clapped politely, and River Plate in Argentina, where crowds cheered
and roared and jumped with electric excitement. She played Palacio de Bellas
Artes in Mexico and the Colosseum of Rome. Most meaningfully, she sang in Tanghalang
Pambansa in the Philippines.


She
even toured off-world. She performed in a space station's mess hall, singing
for miners in the asteroid belt. She sang for colonists at Titan. She even took
a starship to Alpha Centauri, a week-long flight at warp speed, where she
performed on planet Haven, Earth's largest colony.


For
months, she toured and played a hundred shows, sharing Jon's music with
humanity.


We
always dreamed we'd tour the world, Jon, Kaelyn
thought. Now we're touring the galaxy.


One
day, she received a call from the President of Earth. From Adam Ben-Ari
himself.


He
was inviting her to perform her show in Jerusalem, his hometown.


At
first, Kaelyn was sure it was a prank call. That some holo-show was recording
her with secret cameras, mocking her. She hung up.


But
the president called back, and he said that happened a lot. People often
mistook his calls for pranks. And he invited her again to Jerusalem.


So
she flew over, still not sure it was real. But hey, she had flown to Alpha
Centauri, so what was a quick flight around Earth?


She
arrived in Jerusalem, and she set up her piano on the Mount of Olives, the
holiest place in the city. Doves flew across the open sky. Even on stage, as the
crowd gathered, Kaelyn kept expecting to learn this was a prank. For the trap
to spring.


But
then she saw him in the audience. President Adam Ben-Ari, grandson of Einav
Ben-Ari herself, the legendary warrior who had turned Earth into a galactic
empire.


The
sun set. Candles flickered atop her grand piano. Thousands of people in the
audience raised their own candles, a sea of lights like the stars. Kaelyn hit
that C sharp. And she opened her show with "Scattered Pages."


When
she reached "Maria's Song," drones broadcast the images of war onto
the Wailing Wall. The wall was ancient, thousands of years old, part of
Jerusalem's fallen temple. Since biblical times, people had come here to
worship. Now this ancient wall of God and men showed visions of a distant
world, of the fields and villages of Bahay, of the war that tore humanity
apart.


As
always, she finished the show with Earth's national anthem, a sad song of lost
dreams.


When
the show ended, and Kaelyn was backstage, a knock came on the door.


"Come
in," she said, thinking it her manager.


A
man stepped into the dressing room. He wore a suit, dark sunglasses, and a
narrow black tie. He held a briefcase.


A
United Earth Security Service agent. Praetorian Guard.


Kaelyn
leaped to her feet, heart thrashing. The wound in her belly flared with fresh
pain. A man like this had shot her in the stomach a year ago. A man like this
had murdered Lizzy Pascal.


For
a horrible moment, Kaelyn was sure it was the same man, and she grabbed a pen
and raised it like a dagger. It was the only thing resembling a weapon nearby,
perhaps good enough to stab out an eye.


But
the agent did not draw a gun. He remained stern.


"Miss
Williams, the president has requested that you join him for dinner tonight. He
would like to discuss your performance and other matters."


Kaelyn
exhaled shakily. She placed a hand on her stomach, wincing, feeling that
gunshot again.


"Ma'am,
are you all right?" the agent said. "Do you require medical
assistance?"


"No,
no, I'm … fine." Kaelyn licked her dry lips. "Yes, of course. I'd
be honored. Just tell me when and where, and I'll be there. I would just, um .
. . is there a dress code?" She laughed nervously. "Sorry, I'm not
sure how to handle these situations."


The
agent did not even crack a smile. "Ma'am, I have a car outside. Please
take the time you need to prepare."


Kaelyn
glanced down at herself. She still wore the white dress she had performed in.
Here in Jerusalem, white was a color of both mourning and celebration, making
her dress conveniently versatile. She still wore her makeup. Tears had smudged
it a little, but hey, that was the fashionable look now. And she was hungry.
Quite hungry.


"I'm
ready now. Can we go?"


A
car was waiting outside. It was surprisingly humble. Not a luxury limousine
with all the trimmings. Not some fancy flying machine. Aside from the thick
armored hull, it looked like any old civilian vehicle.


Kaelyn
sat in the back seat, restless. She gazed out the window at the narrow streets
of Jerusalem, at walls that had stood here for thousands of years. Humanity had
been exploring space for three centuries, could travel across the galaxy in
starships of splendor, yet there was still power in these old bricks. There was
still magic here, a connection to humanity's childhood, an artery still pumping
blood from the heart.


We
need songs, Kaelyn thought. We need history. We
need ancient stones and enduring rituals. As we explore space, we need them
more than ever. They are our anchor to our homeworld and humanity.


The
car took her to a house on a mountain. It was a humble home, built of the same
craggy limestone bricks of the rest of the city. A few cypress and olive trees
grew around a rock garden. From here, Kaelyn could see rocky mountainsides
sloping toward the desert. Only the moonlight lit the dunes.


The
president met her at the front door, wearing a white shirt with no tie. Perhaps
Kaelyn had overdressed. Adam Ben-Ari was not particularly tall, barely taller
than her. But his white beard, thick black eyebrows, and broad shoulders gave
him a noble look. The Young Lion, as people called him, could have passed for a
biblical king.


He's
a war hero, Kaelyn remembered. He took several
bullets saving his platoon from enemy fire on Bahay.


"Kaelyn!
Welcome. Thank you for coming."


He
shook her hand. His grip was warm and firm.


He
invited her inside. It was a cozy home, the brick walls craggy and unpainted.
Sculptures of animals and people stood everywhere, some made from clay, others
from olive wood, and a handful from bronze or stone.


"A
hobby of mine," the president said. "Though I don't have much time to
sculpt anymore."


Kaelyn
paused by a life-sized sculpture of a woman. She was molded from clay, smiling
and in a flowing dress, one arm raised.


"Who
is she?" Kaelyn said. "She's beautiful."


"My
wife," the president said. "She died a few years ago."


"Oh.
I'm sorry. I didn't know."


"I'm
a private man," the president said. "I almost never invite anyone
into my home. I almost never show anyone my work. But I wanted to talk to you.
Now come, you must be hungry! I'll serve dinner first. I have a fish in the
oven."


They
sat at a wooden table by a window. Olive wood statuettes stood on the
windowsill, watching them eat. The tilapia was seasoned to perfection and
topped with zesty lemons, served with wild rice, mushrooms, and asparagus.


For
a while, they just made small talk. The president asked her what music she
listened too, memorized her recommendations, and recommended some artists of
his own. They talked about sculptors and authors and the city architecture.
Kaelyn remained tense. Why had he invited her here?


Finally
the president laid down his fork and knife. He looked at her over the table.


"Kaelyn,
sometimes I feel that I made a mistake."


Kaelyn
looked at him over her fish bones. She had picked them clean. "Sir?"


The
president broke eye contact. From his seat at the table, he gazed out the
window at the night.


"I
campaigned to end the war on Bahay. That's why I was elected. And I kept my
promise. I ended the war. I brought our boys and girls home. And as a result,
the Red Cardinal swooped across Bahay, exacting his revenge on our allies. He
burned Mindao. Countless died. If we had stayed, Maria, just a little longer,
made sure the south could stand on its feet … we could have prevented that
massacre." He looked back into her eyes. "And maybe Jon would be
free."


Kaelyn
lowered her head. A sad sigh flowed through her. "I campaigned to end the
war as much as you did, sir. With all due respect—maybe more. That blood is on
my hands. What happened to the people of Mindao. What happened to Maria. What
happened to Jon. It's on me." A tear splashed her plate. "Sometimes I
wish I never sang a song in my life."


The
president spoke softly, gazing past her into the distance. It was the haunted
look she had seen in so many veterans. His voice filled the shadows.


 


Do
not weep


For
notes already played


For
symphonies composed


For
prayers prayed


 


Kaelyn
smiled through her tears. "Jon's words."


The
president looked back into her eyes. "Kaelyn, I've decided. Jon Taylor has
been in prison for a year now. That is long enough. Too long. He's been made to
pay for sins we committed. Let the papers hound me. Let the public roar. I'm
giving him a full presidential pardon."


Kaelyn
wanted to thank him properly. To shake his hand, bow her head, maybe even
salute. But instead she found herself running around the table, pulling the President
of Earth into an embrace, and weeping onto his shoulder.







 
 
Chapter Forty-Six

The Milky Way Lounge





"Come on,
Maria!" Charlie grabbed her hand. "It's your twentieth birthday. And
you're coming with us to the Milky Way Lounge to dine, drink, and dance."


Maria
blushed. "I don't dance."


"Sure
you do!" Charlie said. "I've seen you dance with Mister Jon in the Go
Go Cowgirl. You're a natural! And besides, you only turn twenty once." She
sighed. "I remember my twentieth birthday …"


Black
Lotus looked up from a magazine. "You still remember the Alien Wars?"


Charlie
flipped her off. "Shut up! I'm only twenty-seven. Okay, okay. Twenty-nine.
Fine! Thirty. And a bit. And a bit more." She glared at Black Lotus, hands
on her hips. "At least I'm tall!"


The
dwarf rolled her eyes and returned to her magazine.


"I
don't really need anything for my birthday," Maria said. "It feels
wrong to celebrate. So soon after the war."


Charlie's
eyes softened. She sat beside Maria on the bed and hugged her. "This is
the most important time to celebrate. It's in the darkest shadow that
friendship must shine the brightest."


Maria
sniffed. "That was beautiful, Charlie. You're a wise woman, did you know
that?"


She
grinned. "Thanks! I stole it off your birthday card!"


She
handed Maria a card. It featured animals sitting around a birthday cake aglow
with candles. The animals all wore party hats, and the elephant was blowing a party
horn with his trunk. A banner hung above them, displaying Charlie's nugget of
wisdom.


"Now
come on!" Charlie pulled Maria to her feet. "We're going drinking and
dancing."


"But
Lily—"


"—is
sleeping," Charlie said. "My useless kids will look after her tonight.
Right, useless kids?"


She
looked toward the back of the cabin. Her two oldest, Rodrigo and Jasmine, sat
playing games on their minicom.


"Of
course, go, have fun!" said Jasmine, twelve-year-old. "I love taking
care of Lily."


"Yes,
yes, go, old people!" Rodrigo said, waving them off. "Go dance and
enjoy your midlife crisis, mom."


Charlie
gasped and placed her hands on her hips. "Another smartass! I'll smack you
later. I need to get drunk first."


"Gum
gum gum!" Gummy said. The alien approached Lily, parked himself beside
the baby, and wrapped his furry trunk around her. "Gum!"


"See?"
Charlie said. "Even Gummy will stay to protect Lily. Time to go drinking!
Come, Maria! Come, Jose! Come, Black Lettuce!"


Black
Lotus groaned. "My name is Black Lotus. Not lettuce."


"Yeah
yeah, whatever, it's stupid either way. Come on! You're coming with us, little
one. I've always wanted to see a unano dance."


The
dwarf glowered. "I'm not your dancing monkey."


"I'm
buying the first round of beers!" Charlie said.


Black
Lotus was suddenly standing by the cabin door. She opened it and beckoned.
"Well, what are you girls waiting for?"


Maria
still hesitated. She thought of Ernesto ambushing her in the shaft. A shudder
ran through her.


"Ernesto
is somewhere in this station," she said. "I should stay here. In this
cabin. It's safer."


Charlie's
eyes softened, and she held Maria's hands. "Nini, you've been
hiding in here for too long. You can't hide from him forever. We all have guns.
You do too. And Jose will be with us, and he's the toughest warrior in the
galaxy. If Ernesto shows up, we'll shoot him."


Jose
rose from his bunk, approached them, and put a hand on Maria's shoulder.
"I'm with you. I'll look after you. Always."


Maria
allowed herself a hesitant smile. "All right, maybe I've been cooped up
here long enough." She patted Gummy's long auburn hair. "Look after
Lily while I'm gone, okay, friend?"


Gummy
nodded. "Gum gum gum!"


Maria
scratched him behind his triangular ears, and the alien wagged his tail.





* * * * *






The
friends left the cabin.


They
walked through the bustling corridors of Mother's Womb. The corridors felt like
the streets back on Bahay, maybe even more crowded. Countless people hustled
back and forth, and the aromatic scents of perfumes and cooking spices filled
the air. A man stood on a box, juggling, while a monkey stood on his head. A
passerby tossed him a coin, and the monkey caught it and grinned. A woman rode
down the corridor on a bicycle, and a boy shoved a cart of live clams,
shouting, "Live clams, live clams, fresh by shuttle from Bahay, live
clams!" A grandmother bought one of the clattering mollusks, then tossed
into her pot of stew. She was actually cooking a pot of stew in the corridor.


Nearby,
a few children were peeing into buckets. The lines for the washrooms were still
hours long, and not everyone could hold it that long. Once an hour, a cart
trundled by, carrying buckets of human waste to discard through the airlocks.
The station stank, and disease was running rampant. Diarrhea, spread by poor
sanitation, had already slain a dozen children, and more kept falling ill. Jose
was working on installing more washrooms, but they could barely keep up. For
every new toilet installed, it seemed that another mother gave birth.


I
just wonder what'll kill us first, Maria thought. Starvation
or sanitation.


Cabins
lined the corridors, once the homes of soldiers. Maria saw prostitutes hanging
outside one cabin, winking at passersby. Twenty-odd people lay on pillows
inside another cabin, smoking hookahs. The alluring scent of hintan
wafted out, reminiscent of cinnamon and cloves. Unlike shabu, a chemical
produced in a lab, hintan was an opioid harvested from plants. It
was relaxing rather than stimulating, but just as addictive. A third cabin had
become a grocery store, its shelves packed with produce from Bahay and a few
delicacies imported all the way from Earth. A cockfight was going on in another
cabin, and crowds cheered and placed bets.


For
a year now, thousands of people had been living here aboard the space station,
and they had built a city. There was an informal economy. Marketplaces. Barbers
and dentists and carpenters and smugglers. One boy tried to pick Maria's
pocket, but she slapped his hand away. A grizzled man approached, pulled open
his jacket, and tried to sell her a fake watch. She turned him down. Somebody
was even selling exotic birds in cages. Feathers flew everywhere, and squawking
filled the corridor.


Dark
Mother must be loving this, Maria thought. For years, she
only had soldiers aboard. Stiff, disciplined soldiers. Now she has an entire
world to observe. She sighed. Black Lotus might not think herself a
dancing monkey. But we're all dancing monkeys to a bored supercomputer.


They
finally reached the Milky Way Lounge. It was the finest deck of the space
station. The station was shaped like a one-legged barstool. The lounge was
built in the circular top—an enormous rooftop lounge. Only a steelglass dome
separated the lounge from space. The dome was virtually invisible, designed to
reflect no light. Standing here, it felt like standing among the stars.
Standing on top of the galaxy.


Once
this place had served the Earthling generals. In this dome they had planned
their rape of Bahay. But the Bahayans had turned it into a glittering party
lounge, best in the galaxy—at least according to the locals. A lair of genocide
had become a hub of life.


The
dome was large enough to encircle a village. A hundred little bars, clubs,
arcades, and restaurants had popped up here like mushrooms after the rain, all
shining with neon. Within only a year, the Bahayans had built these hundred
halls of sin and pleasure. Using bulkheads, cables, and batteries from across
the ship, they had built a city of forbidden delights.


Say
what you like about us Bahayans, but we're serious about fun,
Maria thought.


Charlie
led the gang, heels clacking. She had left her uniform at home, replacing it
with a glamorous miniskirt and halter-top. But she had kept the dress uniform's
white cap, which she wore at a jaunty angle. Maria walked behind her, feeling a
little plain beside the beautiful woman. She still wore her uniform—a white
buttoned shirt, white cap, and tie. She wore it proudly. She served the First
Children, the founders and leaders of this colony. And even here, on her
birthday, she was on duty.


They
found a little bar by the dome's edge. Repurposed electric cables cordoned a
few bamboo tables, potted palm trees, a wheeled grill, and a dance floor. The
neon sign read MILKY DREAMS. And the club lived up to its name. From here, one
had a glorious view of the stars. The Milky Way's spiral arm glittered above.


Maria
thought it a shame to build these tacky bars up here. She envisioned the upper
deck covered in blankets, a place to curl up, drink hot cocoa, and watch the
stars.


"We
should turn off all the neon lights," she said. "Make the entire dome
dark. So that people can see the stars more clearly. So they can come up here
and appreciate the beauty of space."


"Why?"
Charlie snorted. "I prefer admiring the beauty of our waiter.
Angelo!" She clapped her hands. "Angelo, darling! A table for me and
my friends."


Angelo,
trying hard to ignore Charlie's caresses, led the group to a bamboo table.


"Thankfully,
it's far from the neon sign," Maria said, taking her seat.


"Thankfully,
it's closer to the bar," said Charlie. "Angelo, get us some drinks,
love! The first round is on me." She looked back at Maria. "Hey, Nini,
got a few pesos to lend me?"


Maria
sighed and handed the older woman some money.


"What'll
it be?" Angelo asked.


"How
about a night in your bed?" Charlie said.


Angelo
blushed. "Please, Miss."


Black
Lotus rolled her eyes. "Stop torturing the boy, Charlie. He'll have
nightmares tonight. Besides, he's young enough to be your son."


Charlie
bristled. "Ignore the little one! I'm only twenty-seven."


Black
Lotus snorted. "Yes, and I'm six feet tall."


Charlie
looked across the table. There were four of them. Maria, Charlie, Jose, and
Black Lotus.


"We'll
have three Manila Sunshine cocktails," Charlie said. "And for the
little one, a virgin Shirley Temple."


Black
Lotus growled. "I'm not a kid, you ungas! I can drink you under the
table. Angelo, you bring me a Manila Sunshine too, and you add an extra shot of
lambanog."


Soon
the drinks were there. They were bright yellow cocktails, served in tall
glasses, adorned with pineapple rings. The alcohol came from lambanog, a
potent liquor made from coconut. Pineapple juice, mango juice, and a splash of
lemongrass smoothed the drink.


When
the waiter placed the cocktail before Jose, complete with the pineapple wedge
and parasol, Maria couldn't help but laugh.


"What?"
Jose said, eyebrows rising.


Maria
giggled. "The mighty veteran of the war, my chief of security—drinking a
neon-yellow cocktail with a pink parasol!"


"Hey,
I happen to like parasols." Jose tucked the tiny umbrella behind his ear
like a flower.


Now
everyone laughed.


Maria
put the straw in her mouth, but Charlie knocked it out. "Wait!"


"What?"
Maria snapped, dabbing orange droplets off her white uniform.


"You
can't just drink, silly."


"I'm
sorry, you're right." Maria placed her palms together. "We should say
grace."


Charlie
laughed. "That's not what I mean. We're going to play a game. For your
birthday! I learned it from the Earthling soldiers in the Go Go Cowgirl. They
call it Never Have I Ever. We take turns. I say something I never ever did. If
one of you did it? You take a sip. We all take turns. And we all get
drunk."


"I'll
start," Black Lotus said. "Never have I ever … eaten fish."


The
others blinked at her.


"What?"
Maria laughed. "How could a Bahayan never eat a fish? We're islanders! Our
world is ninety-nine percent water!"


Black
Lotus shrugged. "When I was young, my brother once choked on a fish bone.
He was okay, but my ina was so worried. She always said: 'Gem, careful
when you eat fish, it can kill you!' I grew up with a fear of fish. I can't eat
it even today."


Charlie
tilted her head. "Who's Gem?"


"I
am, you silly person!" Black Lotus said. "Did you really think my
name is Black Lotus?"


Charlie
raised her hands defensively. "I thought you were Black Lettuce!"


The
unano groaned. "That's just my wrestling moniker. My ring name.
Well, I'm not a wrestler anymore, but you idiots still call me that. And I got
used to it." She pointed at the others. "Anyway, drink! Drink if
you've eaten a fish!"


The
others all drank. Maria took a long sip. The drink was cold and sweet and
fruity. You couldn't taste the alcohol, but her head began to spin already.


"Your
turn, Nini," Charlie said, nudging her.


Maria
swallowed and thought for a moment. "Never have I ever … had a
pet."


"You
liar!" Charlie said. "You have Crisanto."


"He's
not a pet!" Maria objected. "He's an intelligent being. More like a
companion."


"What
about Gummy?" Charlie said.


"He's
a free agent!" Maria insisted.


"Nice
try." Charlie rolled her eyes. "You have two pets. Try again,
liar."


"Fine,
fine!" Maria laughed. "Never have I ever … had any siblings. Only
child here!"


Charlie
snorted. "Well, I'm taking ten sips now! For ten brothers and sisters, all
useless." She began guzzling.


"I
have a few siblings," Black Lotus said. "All normal height too. I'm
the weirdo of the family." She drank.


They
all looked at Jose.


The
former nurse lowered his head. "I had a sister. She died in the war."
He drank.


Maria
reached across the table and touched Jose's hand. "I'm sorry, my friend.
Maybe I should have asked another question."


He
smiled at her. "You did nothing wrong. And I was very young. It happened
twenty years ago. The year the Earthlings invaded Bahay. We lived in a village
along the coast. In New Quezon island. At first, the Earthlings were friendly.
They said they came as traders and explorers. But they grabbed my sister. They
raped and murdered her. And they killed a hundred other people in our village.
I was only a young man, barely more than a boy. But I vowed to fight them, to
kill them. A few of us fought in the jungles. We founded the Kalayaan, and—"


He
seemed to realize that everyone had fallen silent, even people at other tables.
That they were looking at him. Jose quickly took another sip.


"I've
said too much," he finished, cheeks flushing.


Maria
stepped around the table and gave him a long, warm hug. "I love you, my
friend." She kissed his cheek. "And I'm always here for you. For when
you need to talk. And when you just want to joke around. And when you want to
say nothing at all. Whatever you need, I'm always here for you."


Charlie
tried to hug Black Lotus. "Aw, why don't you ever say sweet things like
that to me?"


"Because
you are a stupid idiot who's drunk already!" Black Lotus said, shoving the
taller woman off. "Also, it's your turn."


Charlie
thought for a long moment. "Never have I ever …" She tapped her
cheek. "Never have I ever … Fuck, I've done it all."


Everyone
groaned.


"Charlie!"
Maria said. "This game was your idea."


"Okay,
okay! Geez." Charlie bit her lip. "Never have I ever … had a
partner who loved me."


"Well
that's a downer," Black Lotus muttered. And she did not drink.


Maria
drank, thinking of Jon.


Jose
drank, though he remained silent and sad.


"Charlie,
I'm sure men have loved you," Maria said.


"Oh,
they loved me for a night in a brothel bed," Charlie said. "They
loved me over a beer at the bar. Thousands of them have come, loved me, and
went." She heaved a sigh. "I've been a prostitute for fifteen years.
Since I was only thirteen."


"More
like twenty-five years," Black Lotus muttered. But then she glanced up at
Charlie, and her eyes softened. "I'm sorry."


Charlie
smiled sadly. "All these years, I dreamed. That's what kept me going, you
know? Dreams. They give you strength. I was born on Happiness Mountain. The
landfill in Mindao. My family were trash-eaters. I grew up eating pagpag—rotten
peels and chicken skins boiled into mush. I was the lowest of the low. And I
promised that when I grew up, I would have a better life. That I would be
somebody who people loved." She wiped her eyes. "So I began to sing
and dance in the bars. And then to flirt. And then to sleep with men."


Maria
hugged her friend. "Charlie, I'm sorry."


Charlie's
tears fell. "They came and went, all those men. Some Bahayan. Most
Earthlings. They came for an evening, or a night, or sometimes a few days. They
all told me that they loved me. Four of them got me pregnant. Four kids from
four men. And still dreams kept me going." A tear splashed into her drink.
"That one day, a man would love me not only for the night. That he would
see more than a whore to warm his bed. That he would fall in love with me for
real. That he would marry me. Take me to a faraway world. That I could live a
good life like in those old Hollywood movies." She laughed and lowered her
head. "I was a silly girl with silly dreams, and I grew into a silly
woman."


Maria
hugged her friend even tighter. "Dalisay, I love you."


Black
Lotus frowned. "Who's Dalisay?"


Charlie
laughed. "I am! You're not the only one with a stage name. Charlie Wonder
is the sexy, beautiful, gorgeous cowgirl on stage, wowing the audience with her
beautiful long legs and big dibdibs. Dalisay is just stupid old
me."


Black
Lotus hopped toward Charlie and hugged her. "I'm sorry I bust your balls,
Dalisay. You're a good woman. A strong mother. And an amazing friend. You're
one of the best people I know." She winked. "And you're not really that
old."


Charlie
shed more tears. "You damn girls are messing up my makeup. I came here to
have fun, and look what you did." She laughed through her tears.


Maria
looked at Black Lotus. "What about you, Gem? You didn't drink. You've
never had a man love you?"


"Me?"
Black Lotus laughed. "A man who'll love me? Look at me!"


"What?"
Maria said. "You're a beautiful young woman."


Charlie
nodded. "You're gorgeous, girl."


"Yes,
and I'm three-foot-four," Black Lotus said.


"So?"
Maria shrugged. "Loves comes in all sizes."


"And
you're freaking adorable!" Charlie said.


"Oh,
maybe in storybooks," Black Lotus said. "Maybe on places like Earth.
But not on Bahay." She heaved a sigh. "On Bahay, I was only a
freakshow."


"What?"
Charlie leaned back and raised an eyebrow. "Girl, you were an amazing
wrestler! I saw you wrestle the other dwarfs in the Go Go Cowgirl a thousand
times. You won more than anybody!"


Maria
had not worked for long in the Go Go Cowgirl, but she too had seen the dwarf
wrestling nights. They always drew a crowd. Late at night, when the soldiers
were nice and drunk, Black Lotus and several other dwarfs would step into a
wrestling ring. They would wear elaborate outfits of feathers and sequins—all
but Black Lotus who wore a little Zorro outfit. The mga unano, as they
were called, would wrestle in the ring as the audience laughed and cheered and
placed bets.


Maria
had to admit, it had always made her feel ashamed. She had often pitied the
little people.


"Yes,
Maria understands," Black Lotus said. "I can see it in her eyes. For
many years, I lied to myself. I told myself that I'm a real wrestler. A
fighter. That people came to see me compete as an athlete. But the fights were
choreographed. Scripted. And the soldiers did not cheer us because they admired
us. They laughed at us. Ogled us. We were just a freak show." She wiped
away a tear. "And I did it. I performed for them. I demeaned myself. For
money. Maybe I was a prostitute too, selling my body, just in a different
way."


Maria
and Charlie both hugged her. 


"Gem,
you are beautiful," Maria said. "And intelligent. And kind. And
amazing all around. Someday a man will love you. And I will always love
you."


"Aww,
group hug!" Charlie said, squeezing them both. "Jose, get in here!
We're having a group hug." She turned her head toward the bar.
"Angelo, you too, sweet buns! Get in here so I can hug you too—and maybe
touch your butt."


The
waiter nearly dropped his tray of drinks. He mumbled something about needing to
be back in the kitchen and practically fled.


"All
right, Jose," Maria said. "Your turn. Let's hear what you never did.
You're not getting away so easily. We want to hear what—"


With
a thud, the lights across the Milky Way Lounge went dark.


In
the distance, somebody screamed.





* * * * *






Every
light across the Milky Way Lounge shut off, plunging a hundred bars and shops
into darkness. The stars and galactic arm shone above, ten times more brilliant
in the dark.


For
a moment, everyone sat still. Thousands of people filled the dome, and everyone
fell silent.


A
flare crackled to life like a torch.


A
deep voice rose, filling the dome.


"Good
evening, friends! I would like to introduce myself. My name is Dark Father. I
am the new commander of Mother's Womb."


Motors
thrummed.


A
boom shook the floor.


Another
boom. Another. Footfalls. Plates rattled on the tables.


Maria
rose to her feet, and she felt the blood drain from her face.


A
mecha came thumping across the deck.


Maria
had heard about these demons of metal, but she had never seen one. It was like
a humanoid tank, its footfalls shaking the station. Motors hummed in its
joints. Cannons rose on its shoulders. The huge robot stomped forward, knocking
over tables, chairs, and potted plants. One metal hand held a crackling flare,
and headlights shone from its torso.


When
it thumped closer, Maria saw a steelglass canopy bulge across the chest. A man
stood inside, strapped into the controls. Whenever the man moved a limb, the
robot moved the corresponding limb.


Light
glared off the steelglass, hiding the operator's face. But when the mech got closer,
Maria got a better look at the man inside, at this so-called Dark Father.


It
was Ernesto.


He
looked at her and smiled.


Maria
drew her pistol. Jose, Charlie, and Black Lotus moved closer to her. They drew
their guns too. Maria loaded, cocked, and aimed her weapon.


They
were the only First Children on the deck.


"Leave
this station, Ernesto!" Maria shouted. Her voice echoed through the dome.
"Dark Father? Ha! You're no commander. You're only the Red Cardinal's pet.
Return to his lap."


Ernesto's
grin widened. "Ah, but I think I'll stay. I will make this place my new
home. And so will my friends."


A
platoon of warriors stepped out behind him. They wore peasant clothes and straw
hats, and they stared with hard eyes. They were Kalayaan. Maria would bet her
life on it. She knew their cruel eyes. But now they displayed new symbols—three
red lines were drawn on their cheeks. At first, Maria thought it was just war paint.
Then she realized they were scars, perhaps self-inflicted. An initiation into a
new order.


"The
Crimson Claws," she said.


Ernesto
raised his arm, and the mecha's enormous metal arm rose too, holding aloft the
flare.


"Crimson
Claws, arrest the First Children!" he said. "Arrest them for treason.
If they resist—kill them."


The
Crimson Claws ran forward.


Jose
opened fire, and soon all four First Children were firing their guns. Blood
spilled and screams filled the dome.








 
 
Chapter Forty-Seven

Blood and Starlight





The guns boomed across
the starlit dome.


Across
the glittering bars and cafes, hundreds of people began to flee, screaming,
knocking over tables. Glasses and plates shattered. Bullets flew, pinging into
the steelglass dome that enclosed the top of the space station. Cracks
spiderwebbed.


Maria
knelt behind a fallen table, for all the good it did. Bullets pierced right
through the tabletop, shrieking around her. One bullet flew only an inch from
her arm. The tabletop wasn't bulletproof, but at least it hid her.


She
leaned around the tabletop, firing her own pistol. The other First Children
fired too, kneeling behind other overturned tables. It was only Charlie, Jose,
and Black Lotus here with her. Not enough to hold back the Crimson Claws.


"Alejandro!"
Maria cried to a child she saw nearby, part of the Urchin Express. "Crawl
through the vents, summon more First Children!"


The
boy nodded, leaped between bullets, and pulled loose a ventilation grate. He vanished
into the ductwork. It would take a while to fetch reinforcements. Maria didn't
know if she'd live long enough.


Dozens
of Crimson Claws were approaching across the deck. A hailstorm of bullets
pounded the Milky Dreams bar, shattering glasses and bottles on the bar,
knocking chairs and tables back, mowing down the potted palm trees. The
bartender knelt behind his bar, praying, clutching his rosary. A waitress lay
bleeding behind a fallen pot.


A
man stepped between the tables. He wore a straw hat and no shirt, revealing a
torso covered in guerrilla tattoos. Ritualistic scars stretched across his
cheeks like claw marks, and his teeth were filed down to points. Growling like
a rabid animal, the Crimson Claw aimed a gun at Maria.


Then
he froze.


He
turned away, aiming his gun toward Jose instead.


But
Maria was already pulling her trigger. Her pistol boomed in her hand,
nearly knocking her arm back. The tattooed Crimson Claw's skull shattered.


A
shriek tore across the lounge. Howling, a woman raced between the tables. Her
hair hung in two braids, and she grinned at Maria. A mad grin. Mad eyes. The
ritualistic scars on her cheeks were fresh. As she grinned, they tore open,
shedding blood. The woman licked her bloodied lips and aimed her pistol at
Maria.


"Die,
scum!" she began. "Die, trai—"


But
the woman hesitated. She stared at Maria, squinted, and did not fire.


"Who
are you?" Maria began. "Why—"


Bullets
slammed into her. The woman fell.


"Yeah,
take that, bitch!" Charlie shouted, a smoking pistol in her hand. Then
bullets flew toward her, and Charlie yelped and knelt behind a fallen table.


Maria
rose over the tabletops and fired. She hit a wiry, tattooed man with a goatee.
He fell, clutching his chest. Another man looked at her. He aimed his gun,
hesitated too. Several more Crimson Claw gangsters stood around him. Maria dove
for cover.


Not
many bullets were firing toward her table anymore. The enemy was concentrating
on the other First Children.


What
the hell is going on? Maria thought. They could have killed
me a dozen times over. But they didn't.


Then
she understood.


Ernesto
ordered them to take me alive.


A
barrage of fire was slamming into the tables shielding her friends. They had
pressed several tables together, thickening the barrier, but the bullets were
making short work of them. One table collapsed, crushing Black Lotus. A bullet
pierced three tables, one after the other, and hit Jose in the arm. He grunted,
blood dripping. Black Lotus tried to rise, shoving the table off. A bullet
slammed into her. The dwarf cried out and fell, a hole in her shoulder.


"No!"
Maria shouted, tears springing into her eyes. "Gem!"


More
bullets were slamming into Charlie and Jose's tables. The two knelt side by
side, cringing. A bullet grazed Charlie's leg. Black Lotus lay on the ground,
bleeding, maybe dead.


Maria
bared her teeth, reloaded her gun, and rose from cover.


"Hey!"
she cried, drawing the enemy's attention.


They
turned toward her.


"I
am Maria de la Cruz!" She fired her gun. A man fell. "You will not
hurt me!" She took another step, fired again, and another gangster crashed
down. "Call your goons back, Ernesto. Face me alone!"


The
ground shook.


Ernesto
came thumping forward in his mech. His enormous metal hands lifted tables and
chairs, hurled them aside. He ripped out the bar, exposing the trembling
Angelo. Then he tossed the entire bar—a slab of wood and stone the size of a
grand piano—onto a group of fleeing civilians.


Maria
stood before this towering machine, teeth bared, pointing her gun. She stood
her ground. She would protect her friends.


She
could see him there. Ernesto stood inside the robot's chest. Only the
transparent canopy protected him.


"Hello,
Maria!" he said.


She
fired.


Her
bullets slammed into the canopy. But the glass was bulletproof.


"What
do you want?" she shouted.


He
grinned a wolf's grin. "Everything."


With
humming motors, he reached his metal fist toward her—a fist the size of a
bathtub. She fired again and again, emptying her magazine. But the bullets just
ricocheted off his metal hand.


His
mechanical fingers closed around Maria. She screamed and struggled, caught in
the metal grasp. Ernesto lifted her off the ground. The mecha held her like
King Kong holding his beloved beauty.


"Maria!"


A
choked cry.


A
flash of white and red.


Black
Lotus came racing forward.


Blood
covered her white uniform. The bullet was still inside her shoulder. But she
ran, howling, and leaped up.


The
unano grabbed Maria's leg, scrambled onto the mecha's fist, and charged up
the machine's arm. Kicking off the mechanical elbow, she leaped into the air, a
battle cry on her lips.


It
was a move Maria had seen her perform in the wrestling ring, leaping off the
corner posts. And Maria realized that Black Lotus was not just an
entertainer, not just a freak show, but a true warrior.


Black
Lotus landed on top of the mecha's head, aimed a pistol downward, and opened
fire.


But
she wasn't aiming at the mecha's head on which she stood. No, that head was
just a big lump of metal. Instead, Black Lotus was aiming at the mecha's
cockpit, which bulged out from the torso like a potbelly.


Bullets
sparked against the steelglass canopy, then ricocheted every which way. They
could not shatter that hard, transparent material. But Black Lotus wasn't
aiming at the steelglass.


Finally
she hit her target. Her bullets pounded the canopy hinges. Sparks flew. The
hinges shattered.


The
steelglass canopy detached, fell off the mecha, and clanged against the ground.


Ernesto
hung inside the cockpit, strapped into the controls, exposed to the open air.


He's
like a beating heart, and the ribcage has swung open,
Maria thought.


"Kill
him, Black Lotus!" Maria shouted. She was still trapped in the mecha's
fist, her arms pinned to her sides.


Standing
on the mecha's head, Black Lotus aimed her gun down at the exposed cockpit.


But
her pistol clicked. Out of bullets.


Charlie
and Jose were still behind the tables, battling the Crimson Claws. They could
not help now.


"Somebody
shoot the bastard!" Maria cried out.


Black
Lotus was bleeding profusely, trembling, maybe dying. She swayed atop the metal
head, but she stayed standing. With shaky hands, she reached into her pocket
for a fresh magazine.


The
mecha finally opened its metal hand, releasing Maria. She fell to the deck,
banged her hip, and cried out.


Inside
the cockpit, Ernesto raised his arms. The metal arms rose too, servos humming.
The protective canopy perhaps had shattered, but the cockpit was still
operational. A mechanical hand grabbed Black Lotus and pulled her off like a
leech.


The
mecha tossed the unano down. Black Lotus hit the deck. She lay there,
bleeding, a thin smile on her face. She raised her pistol and aimed at Ernesto.


"Go
to he—" Black Lotus began.


Before
she could pull the trigger, the mecha's enormous metal foot slammed down.


It
crushed Black Lotus like a bug.


"No!"
Maria screamed. "Gem, no!"


Ernesto
swiveled the mecha's body toward Maria. He smiled down at her.


"So
sad!" he said, then laughed cruelly. "I will never let you go, Maria.
I will destroy everything between us until you are mine!"





* * * * *






Maria
lay on the deck, tears flowing, grief pounding through her.


Black
Lotus—dead.


Another
good friend, she thought. First Pippi. Now Black Lotus. Both slain in this feud
between Ernesto and me.


She
stared up at him. At her former betrothed. At her hunter. Her tormentor.


He
grinned at her, scars twisting across his cheeks. The scars of the Crimson
Claws. She no longer saw a man, only a demon.


"I
will not let you kill anyone else!" she cried and fired her gun.


But
Ernesto spun away. Her bullet hit the mecha's arm, barely even denting it.


The
gargantuan robot thumped toward the overturned tables at the back of the club,
leaving Black Lotus's remains on the deck.


Charlie
and Jose were still there, crouched between the overturned chairs and tables.
Dead Crimson Claws lay strewn around them. But there were still many enemy
fighters across the dome.


"Watch
more of your friends die, Maria!" Ernesto said, stomping toward Charlie
and Jose. "Watch as I—"


Hatches
swung open on the floor.


With
battle cries, a dozen women burst into the dome, guns blasting.


The
other bargirls had come! No, no longer bargirls. They were First Children now,
proudly wearing white and gold uniforms.


Their
guns boomed. Bullet sparked off the mecha.


Across
the smashed bars and casinos, Crimson Claws turned toward the new threats.
Bullets flew back and forth. The battle flared across the entire upper deck—not
just here in the Milky Dreams bar. Most likely, the battle raged across the
entire space station now, this dark hive of sin among the stars.


"Ernesto!
Face me!" Maria cried.


But
the mecha ignored her. The machine resumed its march toward Charlie and Jose.
Its feet crushed corpses. Its metal hands hurled tables and chairs aside. The
mechanical terror thudded toward Maria's two best friends in the galaxy.


Maria
ran, firing her gun, but her bullets sparked harmlessly against the mecha's
back. She tried to hit something sensitive, perhaps a motor or another hinge,
but these mechas were as tough as tanks.


We
need rocket launchers, not goddamn guns! she thought.


Ernesto
leaned down, lifted the tables Jose and Charlie hid behind, and hurled them
aside.


Exposed,
they both fired their guns. But Ernesto held his metal hands before him as a
shield, replacing the steelglass canopy.


It
wasn't perfect protection. One bullet made its way between the mechanical
fingers. Blood spilled down Ernesto's leg, and he yowled. The mecha fell to one
knee as if feeling the blow.


Maria
ran, already loading a fresh magazine.


"Die!"
Charlie was screaming, firing her gun until it clicked.


The
mecha reached down, grabbed Charlie with one fist and Jose in the other. He
raised them both overhead.


Maria
aimed her gun at Ernesto.


There
he was, exposed before her.


I
got you now, she thought.


But
before Maria could fire, Ernesto curled his arms in. He shielded himself behind
Jose and Charlie. The heavy robot held them before its chest like a child
gripping two action figures.


Maria
could not fire. Not without hitting her friends.


Oh
God,
she thought. Oh God. I already lost Black Lotus. Don't let me lose more
friends today.


Ernesto
was still on one knee. His blood flowed from the cockpit down the mecha's leg.
But he was still very much alive.


"I
just have to tighten my hands, Maria," he said, his mechanical fingers
wrapped around Jose and Charlie. "And my metal fists will crush them. Do
you want to hear their bones snap? If so, fire your gun."


She
froze. She kept her gun pointed at him. But she did not fire.


"Let
them go!" Maria said, trying to aim her pistol between her friends. To aim
right at his head. "This is between me and you. Not them."


Charlie
and Jose were struggling in the giant's grip, arms pinned to their sides. Both
were gasping for air


"Shoot
him!" Charlie managed to cry hoarsely.


Ernesto's
grin widened. A monstrous grin. He suddenly seemed less like a human, more like
a parasitic alien inside a metal host.


"Go
ahead, Maria," Ernesto said. "Pull the trigger. Watch them die."


Maria's
lip peeled back in a sneer. Her breath hitched in her chest.


I
already watched Black Lotus die today, she thought. I can't
lose Charlie and Jose.


"It's
me you want!" she said. "Let my friends go."


She
instantly regretting calling them friends. Stupid, stupid! She should have
feigned indifference. Now Ernesto knew how much they meant.


"Oh,
sweet Maria …" Ernesto laughed. "You are still so innocent. So
self-centered. I want far more than little you, my darling. I could have you
right now if I wanted. But I want more. I want this space station. I
want this world in the sky. I am a metal god of the heavens. And I want you
kneeling before me."


The
space station was always rotating, the view changing. Right now, Bahay was
rising behind Ernesto like a blue tidal wave. The planet was enormous, rising
and rising, hiding the stars and washing the domed deck with blue light. The
mecha stood against a backdrop of oceans and swirling clouds.


Maria
stood before Ernesto, his mechanical host, and her rising homeworld. She stood
bathed in blue light, only a small gun in her hand. She stood alone. She stood
facing a mechanical god and his planet.


"If
I kneel, you'll let them go?" she said.


"You
swear to serve me?" Ernesto said. "To worship me? You will dismantle
the First Children and hand this station to me?"


"Don't
do it!" Jose managed to rasp, struggling in the mecha's grip.


"I
won't marry you, Ernesto!" Maria said. "That I will not compromise
on."


"Oh,
I didn't ask you to marry me," Ernesto said. "You had your chance to
be my wife, the wife of a god. That chance has passed. You will not be my
bride. You will be my slave. You will crawl like a worm."


Charlie
wriggled in the crushing metal fist. She coughed and struggled for breath.
"Tell him … to fuck himself."


Maria
blinked, her eyes suddenly damp. She looked around her and saw the corpses of
First Children. So many of them. The first settlers of this space station. The
Bargirl Bureau reborn. Her friends.


Dead.


Maria
didn't even know where Lily was, whether Gummy was still watching her. Was her
daughter still alive?


We
lost, she realized.


Her
tears flowed. For years, she had resisted him. Fled him.


I
let him kill Pippi to save myself and my child,
Maria thought. I shoved my friend into his blade. And now Black Lotus died
to save me too. I can't sacrifice anyone more in this feud between Ernesto and
me.


She
looked back at Ernesto, and she thought of the boy in her village. The
fisherman's son from next door. A boy so serious and proud. A boy who had gone
to war. Who had killed and watched friends die. A man shot in the skull. In the
brain. A man insane. A man turned into a monster. But when she looked into his
eyes, she knew that somewhere deep inside the monster the boy still lived.


She
nodded.


"Let
my friends live," Maria said. "Kill no more. And I will kneel before
you."


Ernesto
furrowed his brow and pursed his lip. "Hmmm. That seems a bit unfair,
Maria. That I should spare two lives for one."


She
took a step closer to him, gun still raised. "What do you mean?"


"Well,
my lovely Maria, I asked for your soul, your servitude, your life. That is just
one life. So in return, I will give you one life." He raised Jose in his
left fist. "This one, or …" He raised Charlie in his right fist.
"This one. Choose! A life for a life."


Maria
hissed. "You wouldn't—"


His
fists tightened.


Jose
and Charlie both gasped, barely able to make a sound. Their mouths opened and
closed like fish out of water. They began to turn red, then blue.


"Let
them breathe!" Maria cried.


The
metal fists loosened just a bit. Jose and Charlie gulped down air. Maria kept
her gun raised, pointed at Ernesto. He kept her friends held before him,
protecting him. Maria could not shoot him, not without risking her friends'
lives. She would either hit them with her bullets, or Ernesto would crush them
with his dying breath. Across the dome, the battle was still raging. Maria
dared not spare it even a glance.


"Choose!"
Ernesto said.


"I
will not!"


The
fists tightened again. "Then they will both die!"


Jose
and Charlie grimaced. Bones creaked.


"Wait,
no!" Maria said.


Ernesto
stared at her from inside the mecha. "Choose one to live, one to die. Or I
will kill them both. Choose."


Maria
dropped her gun.


I
can't let more die. I can't kill a friend again.


She
knelt before him.


"Please,
Ernesto. I'm begging you. I'm kneeling before you. You see this. I beg you. Let
them go. I'm yours."


He
smiled thinly. "Very well. You have chosen. So they both die."


"Wait—"
she began.


"She
chooses me to die!" Jose cried. "She chooses me!"


"I—"
Maria said, but her voice caught.


Jose
was turning purple, being crushed, but he managed to cry out again, "She
chooses me—"


"I
choose him!" Maria shouted, tears flowing. "I choose him to die. Let
Charlie live. Please. Please …"


At
once, one of the fists opened.


Charlie
fell to the deck, gasping for air, trembling, weeping.


Jose
still hung in the other fist. He stared down at Charlie.


"Charlie,"
Jose said, "you are a beautiful, brave woman. I love you. It's been an
honor to—"


The
fist tightened around him.


Bones
snapped.


The
fist kept grinding, crushing bone after bone, then uncurled. Jose slipped out,
dead before he hit the deck.


Across
the dome, the gunfire died. A dozen clicks sounded as guns reloaded. A
dozen rifles pointed at Maria. The Crimson Claws stood all around, victorious.
Three of them approached and disarmed Maria. The corpses of First Children lay
around them.


Including
Black Lotus.


Including
Jose.


And
Maria thought of Lily, not knowing if her daughter was alive or dead.


Charlie
and she knelt side by side. They held hands. Tears flowed down their cheeks.


Ernesto
stood before them in his mecha, glorious against the rising blue planet, a
cruel god.







 
 
Chapter Forty-Eight

A Long Silent Road





Keys jangled. The cell
door swung open.


"Jon
Taylor," the prison guard said. "Come with me."


Jon
was sitting on his cot, head lowered. For the past few days, he had barely
eaten, barely slept.


A
year and ten days had passed behind bars. Maria's Song, his grand opus, was
complete.


He
faced another nine years in this cell. Years he knew he would not survive. Not
with his sanity intact.


For
the first year, he had somehow hung on. With his pounding feet and slamming
palms and strange music. But once the anniversary had arrived—one year in
prison—something had changed. Something had snapped.


That
year had seemed an era. An eternity. A geological epoch. Whoever Jon had been
before his concrete cell—it was just a dim memory, already fading.


Nine
more years. Nine more eras. It was a foe he could not defeat.


So
he stopped making music. He stopped talking, even to himself. Stopped sleeping.
He stared at a brick wall.


He
contemplated suicide often. Every day at first. Then every hour. Then every
moment. But there were no belts or ropes or even shoelaces in the prison. There
weren't even any sheets to form into nooses. Not that there were any rafters to
hang from. There was no cutlery to cut his arteries with. If Jon decided to
starve himself to death, they would force feed him.


No.
Death was no way out. They were always watching. No prisoner had committed
suicide in this prison since its founding decades ago. They would keep Jon
alive for nine more years. Every moment would be torture.


Jon
had been a prisoner of war on Bahay. He had endured torture at the cruel hands
of Ernesto Santos. And he realized that this prison on Earth, this concrete
cell—this was a form of torture too. Not on the body but on the mind. The soul.
There were no irons here to burn him. No fists to beat him. There was time and
concrete. There were memories and guilt. Together, they were as cruel as whips.


And
so he sat.


And
he stared at the wall, silent.


Wishing
to die. Over and over, wishing for the pain to end.


He
thought of Maria sometimes, and the memory comforted him. He pretended that she
was here with him. That he could hold her, kiss her, tell her he loved her. But
the daydreams never lasted long. The memory of the bombs falling always tore
through his reverie, and he saw Maria crying to him from the crowd, and then
the fire washed over her.


"Jon?
Jon Taylor?"


Jon
looked up, bleary eyed. The guard still stood there.


The
same guard who recorded my music, Jon remembered.


"Jon,
come with me."


Jon
blinked. He didn't move.


The
guard put a hand on his shoulder. "Come on, son."


Jon
stared at him. "It's not mealtime."


The
guard smiled. "No. It's not. Jon, it's not my job to tell you. Come
on."


Scenarios
raced through Jon's mind. They were transferring him to another prison. Or to
the general population ward. Or they were going to execute him. Or interrogate
him. Or waterboard him. Or move him to some mine across the galaxy and force
him to dig for alien crystals.


Jon
stared at the wall. "I'm not going anywhere until I know what's going
on." He clenched his fists, and his eyes stung. "I'm staying here. So
you'll have to drag me. And fight me. Because my life is already over. I'll die
fighting you if I must. I don't care. I'm not going. I—"


"Jon,
they're letting you go." The guard leaned down and whispered it, his back
to the security camera. "It's not my job to tell you. But you're going
home."


Jon
did not understand it.


Going
home? Did the guard mean—his home in another prison? Was this a prank? Were
they shipping him back to Bahay, and this was all a cruel joke?


That
tinge of curiosity, that tinge of hope—it was still there. It was enough to get
Jon on his feet.


He
walked in a daze, wrists and ankles in chains, following the guard through the
cell block. The other prisoners stared through the bars, silent.


Jon
had never made friends here. Had avoided speaking to his fellow prisoners. He
recognized a few faces. It was a prison full of murderers. War criminals.
Rapists. Traitors. And they all now stared silently as he walked by.


One
man, a burly bald prisoner covered in gang tattoos, banged his foot against the
floor.


Another
prisoner, a gaunt man with half a face, slapped his palm against the wall.


Soon
all the prisoners were beating their feet, hitting the walls, banging the bars.
But this was not a riot.


They
were making music. They were playing his music. They were performing
Maria's song.


The
guard took Jon into a room. A few papers were stamped. His old army uniform was
returned to him—creased, moth-eaten, and smelling of must. Somebody had
stripped off his sergeant insignia and replaced it with a private's chevrons.


Jon
stepped out the prison gateway, wearing the uniform, and blinked in the
sunlight.


A
single figure stood there, waiting for him. At first, Jon could not see much.
The light blinded him. The figure seemed like an angel, wreathed in effulgence.


She
stepped closer. A woman. A woman in a hoodie, her face shadowed. She pulled
back the hood, revealing flowing red hair and mismatched eyes. One blue and one
brown.


Kaelyn
smiled, eyes damp, and ran toward him. She pulled him into an embrace.


"Jon.
Oh Jon." Her tears wet his musty uniform.


He
looked around him. Nobody else had come.


She
touched his cheek. "Your parents wanted to come, but the media is
constantly hounding them. We didn't want a circus. They're waiting at home. I
came with my face hidden and dodged those damn journalists." She kissed
his cheek. Then hesitated and kissed his lips. "You're coming home,
Jon."


He
said nothing.


He
got in her car, and they drove along a mountain road. She tried to talk to him.
To tell him about Symphonica. About her life. About everything that happened
these past two years, since that horrible day they had shipped Jon off to war.


He
said nothing.


He
just stared ahead, feeling empty. He stared at the windshield like the brick
wall of prison. Along the road, he saw the corpses of the Santa Rosa massacre,
and in the valleys he saw the fire spread and heard Maria scream.


Finally
Kaelyn stopped talking. They drove the rest of the way home in silence.








 
 
Chapter Forty-Nine

The Silence Between the Notes






For a long time, Jon
barely talked.


He
said good morning and good night. He said hello and goodbye. He chose between
rice and potatoes when his mother asked what to cook. But he said little more.


Most
days, Jon just sat in his childhood bedroom. He sat on the bed like he had in
prison. And he stared at the wall.


He
played no music.


He
closed the blinds.


He
often lay on his back, thinking about the razor blades in the bathroom. The
rope in the basement. The gun in the attic. And when he prayed to die, he
sometimes rose to his feet. Wanted to burst outside. To rob a bank. Or kill somebody.
To do anything to be sent back to prison.


Because
prison didn't have blades or guns or ropes. Prison didn't have temptation.
Prison only had quiet despair without the siren song of death.


His
parents tried to help. His mother fussed over him. She begged him to come eat
downstairs. When he would not, she brought meals to his room. He left them
uneaten. His father took him fishing, and they sat in silence for three days,
staring at the water. And Jon thought about the rivers on Bahay, how the
urchins would swim amid the trash, the sun bronzing their skin.


They
came home, and Jon returned to his bedroom, and he closed the blinds, and
sometimes when a dog barked, or a car backfired, he would peer outside. He
would seek the enemy. Then he would lie on his bed and tremble.


If
not for Kaelyn, Jon thought, I would not survive.


She
came every day.


At
first, she just joined the family for meals. It was Jon, his parents, Kaelyn,
and an empty chair for Paul. The others made small talk, and Jon just sat
there, moving his peas from one side of the plate to another.


He
was grateful for these meals. Sometimes, when he ate with them, Jon was not
thinking about suicide. But he was always thinking about the war.


"The
lemons are coming in beautifully this year," Mother said. "Do you
remember how you and Paul loved to pick the lemons?"


And
Jon thought about the Red Cardinal taking Paul's form. And he thought about the
fruit trees in the villages, burning.


His
father rustled the papers. "The team's doing well this year. Might even
make the playoffs. What do you think?"


Jon
thought about platoons who thought they could conquer the world. Who died on
some jungle hill. Who died for nothing. And he said nothing.


But
he kept coming downstairs to eat. And he sat beside Kaelyn every time, and when
the emotions grew too painful, he looked at her. He looked at the red curls of
her hair. At her freckled skin. And for a moment the anxiety would fade. She
was his anchor to sanity. His angel in hell.


One
evening, Etty came over for dinner. Jon had not seen her in over a year. But
there were no awkward looks. No pauses or silences. Etty came right up to Jon,
hugged him, and caressed his cheek. She chattered on and on about this and
that, and she forced smiles and laughter, and Jon knew how scared she was.


They
sat side by side at dinner, and Etty told some story about her life in New
York, and they didn't talk about the war. And they didn't talk about George.
Etty just kept talking all evening, telling jokes, and Jon knew she was running
from the silence. And before she went home, Etty gave him a long hug, and her
tears flowed, and she practically fled the house. He saw her from the window
sobbing in her car.


Time
went by and Jon felt dead.


He
began to think that he had died in the war. That he was a ghost, haunting his
childhood home, his old bedroom. That this wasn't him. He sat in the living
room, on the same couch where he would jump around with Paul, but that was just
the ghost sitting there. The real Jon was sitting in a helicopter, watching
Clay Hagen strafe peasants from the sky. He helped his mother fold the laundry,
but that was just a ghost helping her. The real Jon was crawling on the ground,
collecting the body parts of dead friends.


The
media often came to the house. So did protesters.


Sometimes
they were men in black and red, heads shaved. They carried Nazi flags, and they
chanted, "Traitor, traitor, traitor!" They raised signs that read
SLIT LOVER and RACE TRAITOR. The family sat in the living room, the TV blaring,
trying to drown out the sounds.


Other
times the protesters wore tie-dye shirts and flowers in their hair. They
screamed "fascist!" and "war criminal!" and
"pig!" They raised posters of dead Bahayan children. They hurled eggs
at the house, and they screamed, "Justice for Bahay! Toss the war criminal
back in jail!"


And
the TV blared inside the house, showing old movies, anything to drown the
noise, and it was never enough. The family sat in silence, and they could do
nothing but hear the hatred.


But
sometimes the streets were clear. And Jon and Kaelyn would go for long walks.


These
were good times. Quiet times. Sometimes they walked along the peaceful streets
of Lindenville, usually just before dawn when no one would accost them. More
often they walked in the forest outside the town. He held her hand, and she
sang softly, and these were his favorite times. They were the only times when
Jon could see Earth. He could see the trees. He could hear the birds. Smell the
flowers. Feel the warmth of Kaelyn's hand. At these times, he lived in two
worlds. Bahay still pulled him, but Kaelyn held his hand, anchoring him to the
present.


One
day, a few weeks after his release from prison, they walked toward a familiar
place.


They
climbed the grassy hillside. A breeze ruffled their hair, and golden maple and
oak leaves scuttled between their feet. Jon thought about fighting up Surigao
Hill, about the bullets ripping through his platoon. The brick church rose atop
the hill, and Jon thought about the basalt cathedral on Bahay, the place where
he had fought the Red Cardinal. But then Kaelyn tightened her hand around his,
already sensing his distress, and that black cathedral vanished, and he was
here in Lindenville again.


The
bench was still there, a place of quiet solitude outside the church. They sat
under the maple tree.


Kaelyn
looked at him, her eyes bright in the sunlight. She placed her hand on his
thigh. She smiled sadly.


"Do
you remember?" she whispered. "The last time we came here?"


Jon
remembered. The day before he was drafted. His first kiss was here. With her.
With Kaelyn.


"I
remember," he said. The first words he had spoken all day.


A
tear streamed down her cheek, and Kaelyn leaned forward and kissed him again.
At first he did not kiss her back. But she kept her lips pressed against his,
and he put his hands in her hair, and they kissed under the falling leaves.


Two
years ago, they had kissed on this same bench, two kids facing the shadow. They
had both passed through the darkness and the fire.


But
she emerged hardened, and I emerged as fragile as ancient clay,
Jon thought.


"Jon."
She kept her hand on his thigh, looking steadily into his eyes. "I love
you, Jon. For a long time, I was in love with Paul. And I still love your
brother, and I'll always miss him. And I know this is awkward for you. It is
for me too. But I love you. I love the music you write for me. I love the
goodness in your heart. I love the beauty of your soul. I love you, Jon. I
wanted you to know that."


And
new memories surfaced.


Memories
older than the war.


He
was just fifteen, composing his first songs, dreaming of the girl with red
hair, the singer from his music class. He was sixteen and he finally dared
approach her, this beautiful redhead, his brother's girlfriend. And he got her
to sing the songs he had written. Silly love songs. Songs for a girl with red
hair and mismatched eyes he was always so shy around. He was seventeen, playing
keyboards for Symphonica in the basement. George beating the drums. Paul
shredding on guitar. But hearing only Kaelyn. Only his soprano. His muse. The
beauty to his beast.


He
held her hand, and he spoke from a deep well of molten emotion and honesty
inside him. "I love you too." And truth illuminated every word with
grace.


She
made a sound halfway between sob and laugh, and she caressed his cheek.
"You once called me your muse. Have you ever thought about calling me your
wife?"


He
looked at her. He had almost begun to smile. Her kiss, her laughter—they filled
him with joy, something Jon had not felt since meeting Maria. But now his smile
faded. He said nothing.


She
became somber too. "Jon, will you marry me?"


He
looked away. "You don't want to marry me, Kaelyn. I'm … I'm broken.
And I know you want to heal me. But you can't." He looked back into her
eyes, and his tears fell. "You can't heal me. They took me, Kaelyn. Three
years ago, they took me. They sent me to another place. And they broke me. Over
and over, they broke me into smaller and smaller pieces. That's all I am now.
Pieces barely held together by some tape. You don't want this life. Not with
me. Not with a broken shell."


"Jon!
This isn't Florence Nightingale syndrome. I'm not some smitten nurse who fell
in love with her patient." She squeezed his hand. "I'm your best
friend. And you're mine. I'm your singer. And you're my musician. I'm your
Christine, and you're my Phantom."


He
smiled wryly. "The Phantom and Christine didn't have a happy ending."


"But
we will. We can rewrite that tale." She knelt, picked a dandelion,
and fashioned the stalk into a ring. She slipped it onto Jon's finger and
smiled. "Will you marry me?"


Maria
smiled in his memory.


They
sat in her room above the Go Go Cowgirl, playing cards.


She
cried out to him from the crowd. Reaching toward the shuttle. Drowning in the
sea of fire.


I
don't know if you're alive or dead, Maria. But I can never go back. And I have
to let you go. I'm sorry. I love you so much. I love you forever. And I have to
let you go.


He
held Kaelyn's hands. "Yes."





* * * * *






They
got married in that little church on the hill.


They
got married as protesters gathered outside, screaming imprecations.


They
got married in a small ceremony, because they had lost so many. Etty served as
Kaelyn's only bridesmaid, and Jon had no best man. People told him that Paul
and George were there in spirit, and Jon didn't believe them, and he felt
alone.


Kaelyn's
father was drinking a beer, wearing an ill-fitting suit, and muttering
something about how you can't get goddamn decent sausage rolls in this country
anymore. Jon's father was playing with his jazz band on stage. He had promised
his wife to play only one song, but he was on the fifth already.


Jon
took a drink to dull his nerves. Then another. And a third.


He
felt trapped inside this church, and he felt empty and alone, and there was too
much loss here. Too many words unspoken. And then somebody mentioned Paul, and
Father began to cry, and had to leave the stage, and Jon felt guilty. Felt like
all the pain in the world, all the awkwardness in this room, was all his doing.


He
wanted to burst outside. To run. To flee this hill and town and planet.


He
wanted to fly back into space.


He
needed to be back there. In the rainforest. Among the rickshaws and jeepneys
and landfills of Bahay. He needed to go back to the neon slums and glittering
brothels. To find her. And nobody here knew. Nobody here had seen corpses
strewn across the battlefields. Nobody here had crawled in the dust, collecting
pieces of their friends. Nobody here knew about the deformed babies, twisted by
the poison, or about the urchins who lived in the alleyways, selling their
little bodies for food and drugs. Nobody here had seen Maria's smile shine
through the clouds of despair. Nobody here knew about a rose growing from the
killing fields.


Nobody
here knew about the people Jon had killed.


Nobody
could see the faces Jon saw over and over.


He
had to run.


He
turned toward the door.


A
hand on his arm.


"Jon."


He
turned and saw Etty standing there.


She
wore a black dress, and concern softened her green eyes. It was so strange. So
jarring. To see her in a dress, not a uniform. To see her, a ghost from the
war, here in this strange afterlife.


"I
know, Jon," she whispered and held his hand. "Nobody else here can
understand. But I know. I was there with you. And I'm with you now." She
smiled softly. "And so is Kaelyn. Go finish marrying her, Jon. She's the
bravest woman I know."


Jon
hugged her tightly. "Thank you, Etty."


He
walked to the altar, and Kaelyn was there, waiting in white. She pulled back
her veil, and for a moment, all anxiety flowed away like the monsoon's last
rain down the terraced hillsides. They said their vows. They were husband and
wife. They danced to "While Your Lips Are Still Red," one of their
favorite songs.


They
stepped outside the church as the protesters shouted and chanted, and they drove
away. Away from the church. Away from Lindenville. Away from their childhood
home.


They
crossed the bridge into New York City, a concrete jungle so different from
Mindao, a city with no shanties but with towers that sliced the sky. They drove
to the apartment which Kaelyn had inherited from Lizzy. The place where Kaelyn
had been living, fighting to end the war, fighting to bring Jon home. Where
they would share their lives.


The
newlyweds took the apartment's single bedroom. Etty slept on the pullout couch
in the living room.


They
stood in the bedroom. The only light came from the cars several stories below,
beam after beam flashing through the window, trailing across one wall. The city
hummed and rumbled, a white noise from countless cars and planes and other
machines, all the parts that formed the sprawling, breathing, living city.


Kaelyn
stood before Jon in the shadows, pulled off her dress, and stood naked before
him. Headlight beams like electric starlight danced across her body. Her skin
was pale like milk, freckled, her breasts small and her hips slender. Her hair
cascaded like living flame.


Maria
had dark skin, Jon thought. Darker than mine, skin
woven of the night, but Kaelyn is made of moonlight.


He saw the scar on her belly, a mote in the moonlight. A bullet wound from the
assassination attempt. She too had been fighting a war.


"You're
beautiful," he told her.


She
stepped closer, placed a hand on his scarred chest, and gazed into his eyes.


"I'm
your muse, remember?"


She
led him toward the bed, and they made love, at first just kissing, caressing,
and when Jon rolled atop her, when he entered her, she gasped. It was her first
time.


She
wrapped her pale limbs around him, cocooning him, and he moved slowly at first,
then faster. She gasped beneath him, then went very quiet, and her face was
very still. He moved faster, faster still, and he held her hands, and he pinned
her down.


"Jon
…" she whispered.


Jon.
A voice in his memory. Jon …


He
was in a shuttle, falling toward a planet. He was running through the jungle.
He was battling an enemy in the darkness, and the headlights streamed across
the wall, seeking him. A hand reached out from the crowd.


Jon!
Jon!


And
the fire spread over her.


"Jon,
I …" A tear rolled down Kaelyn's cheek. She trembled beneath him.
"Jon, be gentle with me."


His
tears flowed too, mingling with his sweat, and he could barely see her. He
moved faster. He climaxed inside her and he cried out, a hoarse cry. A howl.
One word.


"Maria!"


Kaelyn
stared up at him.


Jon
crumpled beside her, and he wept.


"I'm
sorry." He put his hand on Kaelyn's waist. "I'm sorry, Kaelyn, I'm
sorry, I'm sorry … I'm …" He could say no more. He trembled and
sobbed. "I keep seeing it. Her. Dying. Burning. I see them all. Every day.
Every day, Kaelyn, I see the fire."


She
pulled him into an embrace, stroked his hair, and kissed his tears away.


"It's
all right, Jon. I'm here. I'm here. I love you. I'm here."


He
closed his eyes, and he took deep breaths, and he fell asleep in Kaelyn's arms.
An hour later, when he woke up screaming, she was still there, and she calmed
him, kissed him, and held him until dawn.


Goodbye,
Maria, Jon thought, lying on his back in a sweaty bed, lying
beside his wife. Goodbye.


But
she was still with him.


And
the war was still with him.


And
the dead never left.


Even
here, as dawn rose on Earth, the ghostly hands reached out and pulled him down
into shadow.
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