The
Promised
Few

Book 4: The Impossible Future






Dedicated to all those who don’t
buy this nonsense about “destiny.”

c. 2020 by Frank Kennedy
All rights reserved



Exogenesis

Albion, Alabama
First Earth
5 years ago

ICHAEL COOPER DIDN'T TAKE TO WEED like

every other freshman he knew. Yeah, the
high was satisfying enough, and getting away with
it even better. But the taste? Just a’ight. He'd
rather go for a five-finger discount of his dad’s beer
and take on a nice afternoon buzz. Problem was,
his No. 1 bro wasn't having it. Jamie couldn’t stand
the smell of alcohol. He did, however, love a joint
every day — and that was before his parents were
gunned down in the master bedroom.

Michael scored enough weed to keep the two of them

smoking for a few weeks, courtesy of his cousins in
Starkville. Great product, they claimed. Best in



Mississippi, they said. And then they offered Michael a
family discount. How could he refuse?

So, Michael was ready to light up an hour after the
Sheridan funeral, waiting for his best bud at their usual
spot along the Alamander River. They’d met here for the
first time seven years ago, when Michael stumbled upon
Jamie while “cracker hunting.” A few minutes after a tense
introduction, they shared a peanut butter and jelly
sandwich. Michael never went cracker hunting again, and
the two shared each other’s lives. “Thicker than thieves,”
Michael’s mother often said, unaware how accurate she
was. That they’d never been caught continued to stun
Michael, who'd lay down good money they were due.

After this week’s events, they'd have no choice but to
back off for a spell; they couldnt skulk about in the
shadows unnoticed anymore. Michael lit a joint and
prepared a whole speech for Jamie on just that subject.
He hoped Jamie would bite, but Michael wasn’t sure. The
boy he saw at the funeral was a stranger. A cold, empty
stare. Robotic handshakes and hugs. Michael didn't
understand that type of grief. He'd never been to a funeral
full of white folks. On his side of town, they sent their
people off with full-throated tears and laughter, a healthy
round of “Praise Jesus,” and more food than a family could
eat in a year. Today’s experience was so awkward, so
tense, so brief that Michael wasn't sure he'd see Jamie
afterward ... until he received a text.



Jamie arrived in blue jeans, tie-dyed t-shirt, and
baseball cap. Michael saw it under the shadowed brim:
Bags from days without sleep but eyes laser-focused,
as if on a caffeine rush. Jamie didn't have to ask when
he sat on the boulder next to Michael, who handed him
the joint. He inhaled without a word.

Michael didn’t care for the silence, but he treaded
carefully.

“Dude. What did Ben say when you decided to bug
out of there?”

Jamie pulled another drag. “"Dunno. He went for a six-
pack soon as we got home. I didn't tell him shit.”

“"Why'd you guys go back there? Did folks drop off
any food?”

“A couple three casseroles. I weren't paying them any
mind.”

“That's it? Sorry, ]J. Figured people would be more
generous, if you get my speed. After what happened.”

Jamie shrugged. “Why? We didnt do church, and
people always thought us Sheridans had a cob up our
ass anyway.”

“Yeah, yeah. I heard how folks talked, and yeah,
maybe your parents weren't always the warmest, but
these are good Christian people around these parts.
They bury the hatchet when neighbors meet their
Maker. Leastwise, they try to.”

Jamie shared his joint. “You're funny, Coop.”



"I get it, dude. You ain't real high on people right now,
after what that asshole did. But he’s ...”

“You mean the shit that took a double-barrel shotgun
into my folks” bedroom and painted the goddamn walls
with their guts?”

Michael felt the eggshells crushing beneath his feet.

“Yeah, J. That guy. I'm sorry. I didn't mean ...”

“Don’t matter, Coop. None of it matters.”

“Sure, it does. They were your folks. You loved them.
You found them, J. I think ... I just think you ought to ...”

After another drag, Jamie finished the sentence.

“Talk about it. That what you think, Coop?”

“Sure. Yeah. I mean, it don't have to be me, even
though I am your best bud and we talk about everything
else. But dude, nobody goes through something like that
without it messing with their mind.”

Michael reached for the joint, but Jamie didn’t share.

“I got it under control, Coop.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I just ...” He took a drag. “Just wanna put it
away. Pretend it never happened. Life’s for the living. Ain't
that what they say?”

"I reckon they do, but we don’t pretend shit never
happened. I mean, every time you come home, it's just
gonna be you and Ben. You can't ...”

“Ben. Right. You know, he told me yesterday we can't
afford the house. There’s no money. He talked to the



lawyer. Dude said if they dlid put anything away for us,
they didn't tell him. Ben went through all their shit. They
left one grand in the bank and a second mortgage on
the house. We're fucked.”

“How long?”

“Dunno. Said he'd talk to a real estate agent. But he
said the market’s bad if you're selling a murder house.
Coop, it's like they didn't care. Made everybody think
they were all high and mighty, but it was just a scam.”

“No life insurance? Everybody’s got insurance, right?”

“Not the Sheridans. Planning for the future weren't
their gig.”

The picture grew darker than Michael realized, and
they still hadn't touched on the most sensitive topic. He
tried to drop hope into the mix.

“J, I'm sure Ben will figure out something. He's got a
good head on his shoulders, and you're his little bro.
He'll look out for you. Soon as the town knows what you
guys are going through, people will step up. You'll see.”

“What people?”

“Dunno. How about the Hugginses? They look like
they got it made, and they were pretty much your
parents’ best friends, right?”

“Yeah, dude. Sure. I can see it now. Walt Huggins
inviting us to live with them and Sammie. Not in this
fucking universe.”

“Maybe not. But they could always loan you guys



money. Or you could keep bunking with me. Going back
to your house? Dude. It's creepy. I'll bet if I asked my folks
about ..."”

Jamie interrupted, as if he hadn't heard a word.

“Sammie? Jesus. She calls like twenty times a day. I got
all these messages. I'm wanna tell her to leave me the hell
alone.”

“Yeah, but you won't cause you know she’s sweet on
you, and she ain’t never done you wrong. I reckon she'd
probably crawl through broken glass if you asked real
nice.”

Jamie laid back on the boulder and smoked.

“She’s weird, Coop. Something off about all them
Hugginses.”

“That's what you say about everybody in town.”

“Pretty much. I like Iggy Horne. He's cool. Seems like
he cares.”

“As cops go, I reckon he's a stand-up guy. But look, J.
I'm just saying things’ll work out for you and Ben. Don't
be so damn proud you don’t ask for a little help. That's
all.”

Michael leaned back beside his best friend and studied
the clouds. They shared the joint until it was cooked. After
a long, stale silence, Jamie surprised Michael.

“You wanna know why I did it. That's why we're here.
Right?”

“Only if you want to talk about it, J.”



"I saw the way everybody looked at me during the
funeral. Wondering if I'll flip out again. Making my
reservation for the loony bin.”

“No, man. Folks understand. You were in shock. It's
just ... well, it ain’t the way people in shock usually act.
Especially a kid. That'’s all.”

“Maybe more folks ought to try it. Get all that shit off
their chest.”

“Don’t know about that.” Jamie was right; Michael
had been trying to steer the conversation toward the
day after the Kkillings. The eyewitness stories were
rampant, the rumors worse, and neither Jamie nor Ben
seemed willing to talk about it. Little towns like Albion
thrived on gossip, and what really happened would turn
into local mythology without the truth.

“Ain‘t much to tell,” Jamie said. “I lost my shit. Fact
is, I don’t even remember most of it.”

“Seriously? J, when you heard they arrested that
asshole, you took a baseball bat out of my closet and
ran all the way to the sheriff’s office. They said you ran
in there, all wide-eyed looking like a demon or some
shit. Woulda killed the asshole if he weren't locked up.
You were swinging at anybody who got near you. One
deputy nearabout pulled his gun. And you saying you
don’t remember most of it?”

“Like a demon? Who said?”

“Iggy Horne. And he only told me because he's



worried about you, and he knows how close we are.”

Jamie sat up, threw off his cap, and pulled up his t-shirt.

“I like Iggy, but he needs to keep his mouth shut.
Whatever, dude.” He laid his t-shirt on the boulder and
reached for his sneakers.

“Don't dude me. That was a mile run, and folks say you
were screaming the whole way. This was more than losing
your shit.”

Jamie removed his shoes, his jeans, and his briefs
without comment. A lanky figure, he jumped into the river
and raced out to the deepest channel, up to his chest.

“Fuck this town,” he said, before dunking himself.

As he waited for Jamie to emerge, Michael knew he'd
gone too far.

“OK, fine. It was too soon. I'm an asshole.”

When Jamie resurfaced and pushed the hair out of his
face, he offered Michael a blank stare.

“Coop. What am I supposed to say? If I tell people the
truth, they’ll know I'm nuts. Just let them think whatever.”

“You can tell me the truth. Jamie, you're my No. 1.
Right?”

“That's what you tell me. But if you think I'm right fit for
the nuthouse, you'll do like all the others and turn tail.”

“Really, J? After all we been through? Don't say that
shit.”

Michael watched as Jamie softened his stare. Jamie
wrapped his arms tight against his chest.



“Damn water’s freezing, Coop.”

“Sure is, dumbass. Spring dont even start for a
week.”

Jamie trudged out, shivering as he reached for his
clothes.

“The hell’'s wrong with me, Coop?” He pulled on his
briefs and jeans. He looked away from Michael.

“So, um, there this was voice. Yeah, like, in my head.
OK? It was right after I heard they arrested the guy. I
don‘t remember much. That part’s true. But I remember
the voice. It was sweet. I dunno. Like your Grandma
Verna. She just said, ‘You're a monster.” Kept saying it
over and over. Then it’s like she pointed me to the jail.
I don't remember taking the bat. I just heard a voice
say over and over, 'T'll kill them all.”

Jamie’s voice cracked and faded to a whimper as he
repeated those last three words, and he looked away
from Michael, who wished he’d never taken things this
far. Jamie slipped on his t-shirt and stood in the water’s
edge, barefoot and swaying, his eyes as lost as they
must have been when he entered the sheriff’s office,
Michael reckoned.

As he began to cry, Jamie said, “Please don't tell
them, Coop.”

“Not a chance. Dude, I got your back. Youre my No.
1.”

Michael meant every word. Time passed and Jamie



learned to laugh again. School resumed and bored them
both silly. Pranks and petty juvenile crime filled the listless
summer days. The Sheridan boys took no handouts and
settled into a dreadful apartment. Michael visited his
sketchy cousins in Starkville, routinely tested his parents’
patience, and was told by guidance counselors how he
was throwing his future away with poor grades. Yet he
took solace that he’'d escape Albion with his No. 1 and
they’d survive on the road somehow. It all made sense. It
would all work out in the end.

That's what Michael told himself whenever he
remembered Jamie’s confession by the river. Twenty-
seven months later, he changed his mind.



PART ONE

MICHAEL

Humans have been known to make irrational decisions in
moments of greatest trial. Others, however, prove themselves
to be visionaries of enormous courage. Their choices lay the
foundation for exciting new paths in humanity’s long journey.
The choices made on the world then known as Hiebimini in
Standard Year 5358 will be debated for generations. What we
can deduce with certainty is simple: History ended there.

- Edward Faust
- Annotation 1044-B
- The Fall of the Collectorate, Volume 4
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Ericsson Research Station

Planet: Tamarind

Four months after Collectorate Realignment
Standard Day 16, $Y 5358

ICHAEL COOPER LINED UP HIS KILL SHOT. The Mongol

cluster approached at dawn in a formation that
screamed easy pickings. They ascended the ridge in single
formation, not trying to disguise themselves or use the wide-
spreading Lebanese cedars as cover. His DR29 zoomed in,
expanding the view from inside his peacekeeper helmet.

At three hundred meters, from his crouched position
on a layered crevasse, Michael concluded these zealots
were begging to commit suicide. Each brandished a laser
pistol and a retractable Lin'taava sword. Their ceremonial
robes, splashed in the Tuvaan clan shades of brown and
sunset orange, fell over them as little more than potato
sacks. Suitable for worship perhaps, not combat. From his



vantage, Michael needed only to press the trigger
button on his Mark 10 blast rifle, and he would cut down
all eight with a burst of flash pegs. It would be a single-
shot record for him, yet it seemed unfair. Damn indigos.
What is wrong with these people?

He rolled his eyes to swipe through the holostreams
of his fellow Guardsmen. Six other positions, flanking
the ridgeline and radiating outward from the mountain
base’s only entrance, depicted the enemy’s approach.
Three columns of eight Mongols in single file maintained
a hundred meters separation. Like their previous
strategies which ended in slaughter, this made no
military sense.

You think we're violating sacred ground, Michael
mused. We're trying to steal the damn secrets of the
universe. Yeah, so maybe we are. But this aint gonna
get it done, guys.

“Turn back, dumbasses,” he whispered. “I'm tired of
counting bodies before breakfast.”

The Tuvaan incursions occurred at dawn. Weeks
earlier, the special operations team learned why. This
fringe group adopted the beliefs of pre-colonial
ancestors, who equated sunrise with rebirth of the soul.
They insisted the Creators would look favorably upon
warriors who gave their lives at this most divine
moment. And since the Void was the Creators’ greatest
gift to humanity, the devout must defend it with all their



being and cast out the interlopers.

Michael was present with his new band of brothers and
sisters when they interrogated the only Mongol survivor of
the second incursion. The prisoner was a vicious hound at
first, unwilling to speak Engleshe but happy to spit in the
face of any Guardsman. Ten hours of torture, a reopening
of his wounds, and a realization of his impending death
calmed the prisoner at last. He spoke in a tongue unique
to his high-forest clan but did so with a glow of absolute
peace. Blood dribbling from the corner of his mouth, the
prisoner answered all their questions and died with a
contented smile, his message processing through a
translation program.

These Tuvaan fanatics werent going to give up the
fight. Ever. Their numbers were limited, their weapons
insufficient, and their allies among other Mongol and
Chinese clans non-existent. But they were committed in
heart and mind. And this, the spec-ops team agreed,
posed on unacceptable threat to the mission.

X

The debate over military response became heated,
inside Ericsson Station and in orbit onboard the Praxis.
Spec-ops team leader, Major Aiden Nilsson, favored
preemptive surgical strikes with energy slews. Take out
the entire clan — intel suggested three thousand casualties



— and free up resources for girding the base against a
possible assault by Chinese and Mongols loyal to
Brother James and Salvation. Major Nilsson obtained
the full support of his team before making the formal
proposal to Praxis Capt. Delano Forsythe.

“We weren't brought here to be butchers,” Nilsson
told his team. “That’s the job of rank-and-file Guard.
Sooner or later, these animals will stumble into a fit of
luck. They may even kill one of us. I've never lost a
soldier, and I'll be cudfrucked if it's going to happen
now. We kill them all while we have the advantage. Say
you?”

Six hands rose, Michael’s included. His resolute
commitment surprised Nilsson, who became Michael’s
commanding officer fifty-three standard days earlier.

“No hesitation, Cooper? No moral qualms?”

The first non-Chancellor in the history of the
Unification Guard squelched any reservation about a
wholesale slaughter.

“Personally, sir, mass murder aint really my thing.
But this base is too important. If we don't finish what
we started here, we'll never make it to Hiebimini.”

He wanted to add, “Or to Samantha,” but personal
goals were neither relevant nor appreciated by the
chain of command. Michael learned that painful lesson
early in his spec-ops training. 7he Guard serves the
Chancellory. The Chancellory protects the Collectorate.



Preserve the natural order.

Michael knew his allies on Earth — those who stood at
his side in the fight for Solomon equity — would not
understand his choices. To wear tAeirbody armor. To fight
with theirweapons. To transform his physique using their
synthetics. And for the love of one woman?

“You surprise me on a daily basis, Cooper.” Nilsson
nodded, setting off grunts of approval from the others.
“Good man.”

Unfortunately, neither Capt. Forsythe nor his special
advisor, Col. Joseph Doltrice, supported the proposal.
Forsythe insisted the Praxis crew not expose its military
capability unless boxed into a corner. Praxis was, officially,
a science vessel, and its crew independent researchers
engaged in a continuing study of the Void. The spec-ops
team was private security hired for protection only.

"May I remind you,” Capt. Forsythe said via
holowindow, “we are here under the direct authorization
of Supreme Admiral Poussard. She does not wish to
antagonize the Chinese Convocations or their Senate. If
they decide we are a military mission in defiance of this
so-called realignment, they won't hesitate to deploy an
army with substantial air power. Or, they'll simply call in
Bouchet’s terrorists. You will be annihilated. You are to
maintain defensive operations.”

This did not sit well with Nilsson.

“So, we engage in morning target practice until these



indigos decide they’ve had enough, or they can't climb
over the corpses.”

“Correct. As long as the major clans don’t consider us
a threat, they’ll have nothing to do with the Void.”

Michael went through a back channel to convince
Joseph Doltrice to support the team. Joseph saved
Michael’s life in the last battle of the Solomon uprising
while working as a mercenary for Samantha. The two
bonded after her kidnapping and during the journey to
Tamarind. Michael thought, incorrectly, he had Joseph’s
ear.

“With apologies, Michael,” Joseph said. “I cannot put
my respect and devotion to you and Sam ahead of this
mission. Our predicament is more fragile than you
realize.”

“I'm sorry, Joseph. I think my voice should count
more than most. My Presidium paid for twenty percent
of this mission.”

“Samantha’s Presidium. I understand your point.
Nonetheless, it's a military decision. Financial outlays
are not relevant.”

Michael fumed. "I just thought after everything that
happened on Earth, you’d have my back.”

"I do. Always. But you and I are soldiers. This is what
you wanted, Michael. I gained you access to spec-ops.
You survived their training and proved yourself worthy
of the uniform. Your job is to protect the mission and



kill the enemy. This is our path to Hiebimini.”

Michael nodded. “Killing, I don‘t mind. Not anymore. But
when I was on Earth, I assassinated Chancellors who
posed a genuine threat to the Solomons. I knew their
names and their faces. But these Mongols? They got no
shot against us, and they believe we are a genuine threat.
And they will not stop coming. Instead of these massacres
at dawn, all we need to do is drop three energy slews on
their village. It's what the Guard used to do from the Ark
Carriers. I've read the history.”

“True.” Joseph sighed. "I must admit, hearing you so
casually advocate for the annihilation of an entire village
is ... unsettling.”

“Or maybe I've learned from all the Chancellors I been
hanging out with it the past few years. Sometimes, murder
is practical.”

“As is patience. Do your job, Michael. Kill the enemy.”

They had not spoken to each other since. Thirty-one
days. Twelve more incursions. Six hundred twenty dead
Mongols. And for the spec-ops team? Two broken bones,
a few bruises, and a holographic scoreboard documenting
kills. The latter was 1st Lt. Percy Muldoon’s idea. He
figured a little competition would liven the proceedings.
Maj. Nilsson did not object.



Michael ranked third going into this morning’s
fifteenth conflict, mostly because he was ordered to
take point in the early attacks. Nilsson, influenced by
hardliner Col. Rachel Broadman, threw Michael into the
first line of fire to show his true mettle or die trying.
Michael succeeded to the tune of a high body-count, a
feat not everyone in spec-ops appreciated.

“In any other context,” Rachel told Michael over a
round of drinks two weeks earlier, “you’'d be an indigo.
A proto-African rat like the ones I killed on Zwahili
Kingdom and Boer.”

She bared her teeth at Michael, a predator closing in
for the fatal strike. But he didn't flinch. Instead, he
pulled on his pipe and filled his lungs with poltash weed.

“"Want a toke?” He offered his pipe. “"G'hladi weed.
Best around.”

“So they say.”

She accepted his offer and pulled on the pipe, her
eyes laser-driven on Michael’s all the while. She nearly
tore him from limb to limb during spec-ops training,
broke his ribs, and savaged his ego daily. Kick by kick.
Punch by punch. And each day he returned, often with
little sleep and/or straight from the medpod. She tried
to break him, even as he fought with vigor, adapted to
peacekeeper combat techniques, and became more
powerful with infusions of Guard proprietary synthetics.
Now, Michael saw it in her probing, arrogant eyes: He



had become her equal. A soldier of the Guard, civil rights
on par with Chancellors. And perhaps worst of all: Every
bit as adept at killing. This simply would not do. Not for
Rachel.

Michael wasn’t surprised when she propositioned him.
He took satisfaction in her confusion when he accepted
without hesitation. He whispered in her ear, "I slept with
a Chancellor for two years. You won't be a step up.”

She wasn’t, but she was good enough that he came
back for more. It wasn't like with Sam. Not ever. But
Michael needed those interludes. To breathe. To relax. To
forget.

The possibility of more such moments — and the hope
of looking into Sam’s eyes one more time — steeled Michael
for this fifteenth assault by Mongols. He studied the
formations of the advancing enemy, listened to the chatter
among his team, and realized that something was off this
morning. The formation was new, yes, but the body
language was ...

Now it made sense. He reviewed them again, waited for
the order to fire, and thought over the previous fourteen
incursions. It was their eyes. Their fucking eyes. He
opened an audio stream.

“They're playing with us,” he said. “They haven't looked



up. Not once. They're staring at the ground.”

“What are you suggesting?” Nilsson replied.

“They know we're watching. They've seen how we
operate. If they show us their eyes, they'll give
themselves away. They always have. We've talked
about it. They're scared shitless. Not this time.”

“I believe our newb is right,” Rachel said, her voice
dripping in the usual level of condescension. “They have
a secret they don't wish to tell us. Order to fire?”

Nilsson didnt have a chance to give the command.
Lt. Percy Muldoon’s excited voice interrupted.

“Cud! Where did these come from? I'm seeing
movement across the northern and southern
perimeters. Identifying ...”

Michael didnt have to wait: These Mongols needed
to die now.

“Mountain rifters,” Percy said. “Twelve. Three
occupants each. They’re coming in from ...”

Too late. As the low hum of the personal hover
transports echoed through the cedar forest and across
the ridge, the three columns of Mongol foot soldiers
dispersed in a blink, and three targets became two
dozen, all disappearing into brush or behind boulders.

Nilsson didnt have to say it for Michael to
understand: The Mongols adapted at last. They
calculated the precise distance at which their enemy
would fire and timed both the arrival of their rifters and



their own dispersal to the very edge of their extinction.

So much for religious fanatics. This time, they came
prepared to kill. As Michael reared up from his protected
position and prepared to advance, he did so with the rising
concern that this victory was not as certain as all the
others.
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ICHAEL DIDNT NEED AN ORDER to know

they couldn’t stay here. The ridgeline offered
a superior view of the cedar forest and the enemy
on foot, but as soon as the team opened fire, they
would expose their positions to a flighted enemy.
Mountain rifters were both fast and flexible. The
high-forest clans had used them for generations.

Nilsson’s order came as no surprise. The flanks —
Michael, Rachel Broadman, Kal Carver, Percy Muldoon
— were ordered to engage the ground enemy while
pulling away as many rifters as they could. The others
would hold position outside the base’s sealed entrance
and take on the bulk of the rifters. The math wasn't
good, but Michael didn't care. He clicked on his gravmod
boots and remembered how the math insisted he should
be dead already.

He mapped his target from inside the DR29 and



raised himself into a forward stance, ready to leap. The
blast rifle, more than eight hundred flash pegs ready to
discharge from a rotating cylinder, wrapped over his right
arm. His weapon of choice, the Ingmar Pulse Gun, Model
16, sat firmly gripped in his left hand. The Ingmar served
him well on Earth, and Michael refused to part with it until
someone took it off his corpse.

“Broadman, Muldoon, Carver, Cooper.” Nilsson laid out
his orders. “Execute High Cone. Dispersion fire. Light them
up.”

Michael leaped from the ridge and maintained a steady
jog as the gravmod boots kept him aloft. Descending at
thirty degrees, he kept his eyes on the tree line and the
wide, shapely branch where he intended to land. His DR29
followed the approaching targets.

Two rifters approached from the north, laser blasts
incoming. He prepared to feel the searing burn, his body
armor consuming most — but not all — of the hits. Handheld
weapons were firing from secured positions down below.
Few would hit their target. He was moving too fast against
a pale sky, a deadly shadow in red and gray. And yet, he
wasn't invulnerable. A direct hit on the transition coil at
the base of his helmet might kill him instantly. If his
gravmod boots took simultaneous hits, he would fall a
hundred feet. He doubted these Mongols had such
precision, but Nilsson was right: These animals might
stumble into a fit of luck.



The first time he practiced this maneuver, Michael
remembered the day he, Sammie, and Jamie crossed
the Interdimensional Fold and beheld soldiers of the
Guard leaping from a Scramjet, descending as if on
invisible stairs. Then, he was awestruck. The first time
he practiced it, Michael felt like a god. It was a
rollercoaster ride that was better than advertised.

Now, he just wanted to kill these bastards and move
one day closer to holding Sam in his arms again. He
reconfigured his body to respond to enemies arriving
from all directions, like Rachel and Maj. Nilsson trained
him aboard Praxis.

“Never allow your eyes to do all the work,” Nilsson
told him in the third week of his training. “This is the
mistake we see from the indigos. Not only must your
mind be working several moves ahead - and
independent of your DR29 — but it must command every
limb to be an adjunct weapon. Think of it like a dance.
The choreography dictates which limb will lead at a
given moment. But in battle, a superior Guardsman
allows them a//to lead at once.”

“Wait, what?” Michael said. “You'd be like some damn
puppet on a string, flailing every which way.”

Nilsson nodded to Rachel, who flew upon Michael



with lightning efficiency. She wrapped herself around him,
twisting his left arm into a grotesque backward contortion.
He wanted to yell, but Michael learned after his first week
of beatings to absorb the agony.

“A simple move,” Rachel said, “and I'll snap off your arm
at the shoulder, newb. Requires surprisingly little
strength.”

Nilsson expanded the point. “Chancellors born to
brontinium extract have the ability to instantly reconfigure
our bones and connective tissue for close combat. We
demonstrate this ability through &iwin-sho. Like the
indigos, you lack this augmentation. But you do not lack
the ability to command your limbs to act in concert with
each other or independently. And you have been given
enough Guard synthetics to enhance this skillset. Ready
to learn?”

“Yeah,” Michael groaned. “Can I have my fucking arm
back now?”

In the days to come, Michael did things with his body
he never imagined possible and began holding his own
against soldiers who were bred for this life. He never beat
them one-on-one — they were simply too big, too fast —
but fifty percent of his fights closed to a draw. The pain
that once tore through him like shards of broken glass now
resonated as throbbing aches that diminished after the
synthetics soothed and repaired him.

He reported to medpod daily and increased his dosage.



He felt it inside, saw it outside. He was growing,
thickening, broadening. By the time he landed at
Ericsson Station as a member of the team, Michael was
as massive as the others, indistinguishable but for his
height. Not even synthetics could give him the extra six
inches to look his new brothers and sisters directly in
the eye.

His last act before leaving Praxis was to shave off his
dreadlocks. He went for a buzzcut then realized it wasn't
enough.

“Why all of it?” Maya Fontaine asked when she saw
him bald.

“I'm not that man anymore. The Guard showed me a
new way.”

"I see,” she said. Maya, his comrade during the
Solomon uprising, was his closest confidant in the
outward trip to Tamarind. She asked, "And what kind of
man are you now?”

“The one I have to be.”

“Which is?”

Michael didn't hesitate. "A man who can kill people
and not give two shits about it.”

“Ah.” Maya looked away with a pursed grin. “An
improvement?”

"I know what you’re doing, Maya. Don't even try to
judge me.”

“I would never ...”



"I was there when you stabbed a man through the
heart. You've killed more than a few in your time.”

“True. But I usually give at least ... oh, I don't know ...
at least one shit about it afterward.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I will one of these days. But not until
after I blow James’s head off.”

Michael wasn't thinking about that day as he danced
through the air on his way toward a Lebanese cedar, the
enemy firing at him from rifters and from the ground. His
body danced in many directions. The blast gun on his right
arm fired intensive volleys at the approaching rifters while
the Ingmar in his left hand targeted Mongols down below.
His legs maintained a long stride, holding the angle of
descent. Vaguely cognizant of the DR29’s targeting lock
on the cedar, Michael scrolled his eyes across the breadth
of the new battle, analyzing the tactical positions of his
comrades and the rifter formations. He plotted the
strategy he’d use after landing in the tree. Thirty meters
to his left, Rachel was dancing almost parallel. He linked
to her stream and made note of her landing position as
well.

He took a hit in the back but held stride. The Guard
proprietary body armor was a thick fabric designed to
disperse energy fire through its absorption matrix.



Projectile weapons similar to bullets or non-magnetized
flash pegs might penetrate but not punch through the
fabric. Bruises remained, a minor nuisance. The crimson
fabric could not absorb limitless blows, and indigo-
improvised rocket-propelled grenades had decimated
peacekeepers from time to time. RPGs, however, were
not Michael’s concern today.

He wouldnt hold out long in the tree. Eventually, he
would have to confront the enemy on the ground. Close
combat introduced a key vulnerability: the Lin'taava
sword. The Mongols’ retractable blade extended to
three feet. Penetrating at an upward trajectory, it could
tear through the fabric. The Mongols knew it, as did
most indigos. Getting close enough to use them was
always the problem. They needed to stay alive long
enough to draw the Guard in and somehow avoid flash
pegs as they attacked.

Michael studied the Guard’s history of guerilla battles.
They revealed a pattern: More than ninety percent of all
peacekeeper combat casualties occurred on difficult
terrain where airpower and energy slews were not
engaged. The Guard bragged about its physical prowess
and overwhelming rate of victory, but it brushed over a
simple reality: In close quarters, these soldiers were
human. Which is why Michael carried two Lin‘taava
swords on body pouches, taken from Mongols he killed
in earlier incursions.



When he landed firm on the targeted branch, itself as
thick as the trunk of the pines that dotted his old stomping
grounds in Alabama, Michael reset. He crouched and fired
at a rifter turning toward him. These mobile transporters
were designed for two passengers with a hold for cargo,
but the enemy converted them for combat and built
vertical braces for each fighter. All three unloaded on
Michael.

As laser blasts raced past him, skidded off his helmet,
and hit him once in the gut and once above his liver,
Michael ignored the burns and tore apart his enemy with
more precise aim. He cut down the driver first, flash pegs
severing the Mongol’s head from his body. The middle
fighter took an Ingmar blast to the stomach and crumpled,
as the comrade behind him contorted with a chest full of
flash pegs. Their bodies fell away, but the rifter did not.

He calculated then moved three steps to his right. The
rifter crashed into the tree, shrapnel splintering in every
direction as it erupted in flames. The branch lit up, the fire
working its way toward him. Again, Michael plotted his
next move; only one way to go.

The mountainside blew up in a cascade of laser fire and
automatic rounds of flash pegs. From tree to tree, slope
to ridge, and back again, rifters hurtling toward Guard
positions, some exploding, and bodies tossed. Ground fire
intensified. The enemy below was doing exactly as
intended: Moving forward while the rifters drew most of



the attention.

Michael looked toward the peaks of a mountain range
most people on Tamarind feared. Beyond these rocky
crags of burnt orange, the Void shimmered a thousand
feet high as an aurora of greens and reds, with splashes
of yellow lightning hurtling outward. It was beautiful. It
was impossible. It was the source of all this death; of
the secrets that might change history; of a path to lead
Michael into Samantha’s arms.

He had waited four months for a miracle. Close, they
insisted. WeTl be there any day now, the engineers said.
Hold on a little while longer. Michael grew tired of
hearing the same platitudes, but not of doing a job he
learned to enjoy.

He reset his gravmod boots and stowed his Ingmar.
In its place, he grabbed the hilt of a Lin‘taava sword.
Then he ran his calculations through the DR29.

Michael jumped into a rising tide of laser fire.

“When we're done with you, and assuming you live,”
Rachel told him on the first day of training, “You will
never feel fear again.”

She was right. These Mongols couldn’t kill him, no
matter how hard they tried. But he was damned well
going to obliterate them.
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