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      Birgit Frisk, newly elected President of the United Human Confederation, looked over her notes one last time, and fought the urge to loosen her collar.

      She reflected on the last year of her life leading up to this moment. The worldwide vote, only the third of its kind in human history, had gone without major incident. She was seen by the majority of humanity as the best person to lead them into the future. She was honored. She was ready. The briefings of the last four months weighed heavy on her mind, though. There was a war over the horizon, one that humans had agreed to fight in exchange for the advancements provided by their alien benefactors, the Elif. A war she was not sure they could win.

      The promenade at the newly constructed capitol building was a square mile of green grass and concrete, suspended from the side of Mauna Kea on the big island of Hawaii, and it shook with the cheers of the assembled people from all around the globe. The capitol had been built in less than a year after the treaties were signed with the Elif and the world had become a unified government. Humanity had been visited by an alien race, and the need to come together had been obvious.

      This was the new golden age of humanity, but President Frisk was afraid it was going to be all too short.

      “They are ready for you, Madam President,” her aide said, motioning beyond the curtain to the podium at center stage.

      “Thank you, Frank,” she said, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath.

      As she stepped out onto the stage, the roar of the crowd was deafening, and she fought to keep the tears of appreciation at bay. After a full minute of adoration, the crowd finally quieted.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you.”

      The crowd roared again, and she waited patiently for them to settle.

      “2021; the year the future arrived for humanity. The year the Elif’s warped into our skies.  And now, a mere thirty years later, we have come to a new age. The magical age. And with the magic comes space. Our deepest hearts’ desire. Humanity is now able to begin expanding throughout the galaxy. No longer are we held to our tiny blue dot, to toil and fight over the limited resources of this one planet. We have come to a point where all our needs are handled through the magic of molecular printers. Anything we can dream of can be provided with the press of a button. This is a good time to be alive.”

      The crowd applauded. Most of them had come here to the big island through hyper-loops and shuttle flights. Nowhere on Earth was off-limits to humanity. Power was no longer an issue, with the implementation of the fusion reactors the Elif provided. Food could be printed just as easily as starships from base elements in molecular printers. The people of Earth no longer needed to worry about the trappings of monetary gain, or struggles of economic power. Everyone had been provided with a roof over their head and food on their plates, and work was now done for the joy of completing it. They had achieved what the Elif called a ‘Level One Society’.

      “We do have a challenge to address, however,” she continued, when the crowd allowed her. “Our new friends, the Elif have provided this great new society at a cost. Not a hidden cost, but a very real cost nonetheless. They need our help with a galactic war that has been raging for thousands of years. They are desperate, and in their hour of need, they’ve come to us.

      “The Teifen are a voracious race that will never be happy with what they have. They seek to take from their neighbors through force of arm, never willing to let those around them live in peace and harmony. Even now the Elif fight for their lives in a conflict older than our last Ice Age. The enemy is relentless in their pursuit of war and expansion. They even fight amongst themselves and with their once long-time allies, the Galvox.

      “Humanity will not be known as a people who do not keep their word, but as a people who will make a difference. We will take the fight to the Teifen and eventually to the Galvox, if need be. We will make all the difference to the men, women, and children of the First Empire. As we speak here today, the last ship of the first fleet has joined its brethren in the heavens to protect our Solar system. The second fleet is even now under construction, and will be complete in less than a year. Our brave and intrepid men and women of the United Human Forces are training hard in the Naval Academies that the Elif have set up across the globe, to be the first to join the battle for peace. We will fight like demons and protect like angels.”

      The crowd shouted their approval.

      President Frisk waited for the crowd to fall completely silent before continuing. “There will be casualties in this war. Men and women will sacrifice their lives to make the galaxy a better place; a safer place. Our Mage Twin Sets will captain and control our warships with a grace and ferocity the galaxy has never seen before, even with the threat of death looming. But those who make the ultimate sacrifice know it is for the betterment of all. They are brave souls who will ride with the Valkyries in triumph.

      “Do not despair, for we will be working back home to expand our presence in the galaxy, as well. The Elif have identified three systems with Earth-like planets compatible with humans, and have already begun the construction of cities and homesteads. In six months’ time, we will be sending out our first interplanetary colonists. Humanity will survive—nay, it will thrive in the open galaxy.”

      Again, there was a roar of approval.

      “My people, this is the dawn of something amazing. The dawn of expansion; of prosperity. In time, we will be a great power in this Milky Way. We will make our footprint in the sands of time, and those who share our galaxy will know and respect us. For we are humans, and we shall be great.”
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        * * *

      

      Admiral Setti, High Commander of the Elif armada on Earth, closed his eyes as the mountain shook with applause, his long, pointed ears sensitive to the roar.  His tenure on Earth as the contact point for the High Council back on Effrit, the homeworld, had taught him to endure the human’s loud applause and raucous behavior. A slight grimace marred the admiral’s elf-like features as the crowd’s cheering increased when the president stepped around the podium and gave a wave to her people.

      His second, Admiral Dosin, leaned in and, in a quiet voice, asked, “Sir, have we made a mistake, unleashing humanity on the stars once again? The Teifen will strike with renewed ferocity when they learn what we have done here.”

      Setti opened his eyes, but kept them trained on the newly elected president. “Mistake or not, the empire needs them, if not for victory, then revenge. Our time basking in the glory of our treachery has come to an end. Besides, the Teifen are already pressing us to the limits. I fear Effrit is far too exposed with our ships spread so thin. Our Fleet needs to return to the home system as soon as possible.”

      “What will such a small number of humans accomplish in the face of trillions of Teifen? This contingent of humanity has had magic for less than thirty years; surely they will not stand a chance against the thousands of years of practice the Teifen bring,” Dosin mused.

      “One human ship is worth a hundred Teifen. It took the combined might of the Teifen and Galvox to subdue humanity, and even then, at great cost.” He looked over at his second, a weary expression on his face. “Be glad they are so few, or their fury would surely engulf us, as well. We are not innocent in their defeat. We were an ally to them until it suited us no longer. We may not have plunged the knife in their backs, but we did give it a twist. We were the cowards in that war, but we now have a chance to make amends. Let us pray that those amends have not come too late to save our people from complete annihilation.”

      Dosin was quiet for a moment, “Truly, a hundred to one?”

      The admiral nodded. “Have you never heard of the War Mages?”

      Dosin’s normally light complexion paled further, but he did not comment. He didn't need too.
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      Sara let out a sigh of exasperation.

      After reading the dry text for the last half hour of class to avoid listening to Mrs. Dontis drone on about the importance of Aether management, Sarah had had enough. But right as her finger brushed the power button, she caught sight of a word that intrigued her.

      ‘Familiar’.

      She leaned over the tablet and began to read with renewed interest. It was a summoning spell that would supposedly bring an animal companion to her side and provide a large amount of power as a side effect.

      Interesting; I’ve always wanted a pet. Sara furrowed her brow and wondered, Why wouldn't everyone have a familiar, if it was free power?

      She scrolled to the next page to find out, but a sharp elbow poked her in the kidney.

      “Ow, what the hell, Cora?” she hissed, rubbing her side and turning to her twin. Her sister, lips tight and green eyes wide, jerked her head to the front of the classroom, where Mrs. Dontis, their Elif teacher was waiting, hands folded over her military dress uniform.

      Sara's face reddened, her pale complexion making the flush all the more obvious, and she quickly switched off the tablet. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Dontis, could you repeat the question?”

      With a sigh, the tall Elif woman raised an eyebrow, her almond-shaped eyes piercing through Sara. “I asked if you would demonstrate a force shield for the class, along with the subtleties used in modulating the spellform for differing attacks. Finals are tomorrow, and power management is the only way you will conserve enough Aether to make it to the end. Most of you will be moving on to a ship assignment, and that placement will be dependent on your performance. This class of 2052 will be the first to graduate from this academy and we plan to have the finest officers the fleet will ever see.”

      “Yes, Ma’am. Right away,” Sara said, standing so quickly her long legs got caught in her chair, banging it into the row of desks behind her. “Sorry,” she whispered too loudly to the empty desk and then loped down the long steps of the lecture hall to the front.

      Mrs. Dontis indicated that she would stand opposite her, a frown on her severe face. “The Sonders’ twins have shown mastery of several battle grade spellforms, so I feel confident in pushing Sara more than most.” Turning back to Sara, she said, “I will attack with various spells, and I want you to modulate your shield, keeping the power needed to defend at minimum. Are you ready?”

      A firebolt screamed toward her face before Sara could answer, yet years of training and practice jump started her brain. Without flinching, she constructed a three-dimensional spellform in her mind and instinctively poured Aether into it. A shield snapped into existence just in time for the white-hot plasma to splash across its golden surface.

      The room full of students collectively gasped at the ferocity of the attack. The Elif tended to be less aggressive in their casting, unlike the humans they taught. Apparently, that would not be the case today.

      Sara had never seen the normally reserved woman even break a smile at a student, but here she was, teeth bared in a growl, and forehead wrinkled in concentration.

      “Holy shit, Sara. She’s really going for it,” Cora's voice cut through the class’s murmuring.

      Grunting with effort, Mrs. Dontis slashed a hand in front of herself, and a blade of force rolled from her fingertips.

      Sara held the shield spellform and instinctively softened its surface by rounding the corners of the construct in her mind. The blade of force sank into the shield, and spent its energy before it got more than five centimeters in.

      “Keep it focused, you’re blurring at the edges,” Cora shouted over the now raucous class, filled with students who were standing and loudly commenting on the duel.

      Sara noted the blurring and refocused her spellform, making the image more defined in her mind. The shield the spellform represented responded instantly, drinking at her Aether reserves and becoming solid to the edges.

      Her teacher’s deep-throated yell made Sara take a step back, as the tall woman flicked both hands forward at the wrists, sending silvery, metal slivers from her hands like fistfuls of knives. However, unlike throwing knives, these blades moved at incredible speed.

      Instinctively, Sara again reshaped the spellform, and the soft bubble shield changed to a diamond-hard cone, pointed directly toward Mrs. Dontis. The slivers deflected off the surface of the shield and embedded themselves in the wall behind their target.

      Sara's eyes went wide. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      She had nearly shouted, but the Elif woman heard none of it as she conjured the largest fireball Sara had ever seen.

      The classroom quieted, as the students were awed into speechlessness. Sara focused on the shield to make the necessary adjustments that a fireball of that magnitude would require.

      Sara thought fire was an odd thing to throw at her, as she had already demonstrated her ability to deflect fire in the opening round; though stopping something this large would take a lot of Aether.

      The ball of fire grew between the woman’s hands, lighting her face in an evil red and orange light. Her normally beautiful elf-like features began to take on a sinister look, and sweat rolled off her forehead.

      When the ball was larger than a basketball but smaller than a toddler, it shot from her hands, trailing white smoke and orange flame.

      At the last second, Sara focused all her Aether to the front of the shield, doubling its thickness and leaving her back exposed.

      There was a gasp from the class as the fireball exploded against the perfectly fireball-proof shield, turning the golden color an angry orange. The orange and white flame winked out just in time for the class to see an eraser from the whiteboard tray streak across the room and bounce off Sara’s unguarded back.

      Both Sara and Mrs. Dontis were breathing heavily, though Sara’s breathing was noticeably less labored. When Mrs. Dontis recovered enough to speak, she asked, “Do you know what you did wrong, Ms. Sonders?”

      Sara's face was red, not all from exertion. “Yes, Ma’am. I was so focused on what was in front of me that I forgot what could be behind.”

      “No. You flinched. I scared you into leaving yourself open from behind. The Teifen are a vicious race and they will try to intimidate and bully you into making mistakes. Your shield did not need to be doubled; it could have taken the blast just fine. But that one mistake cost you. You may be seated.”

      Sara sulked her way to her seat, and the rest of the class found their own.

      “You can all learn something from Ms. Sonders, despite her lack of attention during class.” Sara reddened at the admonishment, but Mrs. Dontis continued before too many sniggers could reach her. “She has a mastery most of you don't bother with; her sister being the only exception. Any one of you could have defended against my attacks; you would not even need to change your spellforms to compensate. You could have just fed more Aether into them, but that is lazy and dangerous. The Elif are not good at attack spells. We are, in fact, quite terrible at them. But you will not be fighting against the Elif. We are your allies in this venture. You will be facing the Teifen, and they are as good at offense as we Elif are at defense. A human’s ability to adapt a spellform to fit the situation is what gives you an edge over both our species. By changing your spells to fit the attack or defense as needed, you can save valuable Aether you may need later.

      “But remember,” she said, picking the eraser up off the ground and showing it to the class. “Sometimes being powerful does not make you better. A knife stuck in your back while you sleep is more effective than a powerful magical attack when you are prepared. Your enemies will not fight fair. They will do whatever it takes to destroy you. They will deceive, cheat, and steal their way to victory. You must be prepared for the powerful casters you will face, along with the knives aimed at your backs.”
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      Sara hiked her pack higher on her shoulder. Still feeling a little flushed from the duel, the cool Spring breeze felt good. It blew her long, straight hair wild, and she tried to brush a strand of it behind her ear. She’d heard people describe it as ‘Carnelian red,’ the color of some mineral, but Sara always thought of it as just fire engine red. Her and her sister had been born with the unnatural color, cluing their parents in to their deep connection to the Aether from an early age.

      “I can't believe you sometimes, Sara. How do you maintain your grades when you barely pay attention in class?” Cora asked, shaking her head.

      Sara noted with annoyance that her sister’s long hair was somehow not blowing everywhere. She looked at her mirror image of a twin and wondered if her own makeup was still in place, or if the duel had streaked it; she felt like she somehow always looked like a bad copy of her sister, even though they were identical except for eye color. The fact that Sara had blue eyes and Cora had green was another side effect of their deep Aether connection. Whose eyes were the original color and who had the Aether enhanced eye color was a constant debate between them.

      Cora’s composure probably had to do with the fact that she never put herself in a position to be anything but her best.

      Sara shrugged. “I guess I just follow your lead?”

      “Don’t give me that shit. You don't follow anyone’s lead. If you followed mine, you would study and pay attention.”

      Sara gave up on the piece of hair that kept falling out of place and said, “That’s true. You are a bit of a teacher’s pet; have been for the last twenty-six years. Well, twenty-six years minus the few before we started school. You know what I mean.”

      Cora gave her a light shove. “I’m not a teacher’s pet. What are you, twelve? I work hard, and you should too. We have finals tomorrow, and that test is going to determine our ship assignment. We didn’t join the Navy and fight to get into the Academy just to be assigned to a freighter. I want the best and I expect you to step up and help me out, here.”

      “I know, I know,” Sara said, waving a hand as if to shoo a fly. “At this point, I don't know what more I can do to please you. I already have top marks. If I didn't know any better, I would say you were jealous.”

      “Sara, I’m not jealous. I’m concerned,” Cora said, stopping in the middle of the sidewalk. A few students had to dodge around her thinly muscled frame, but she didn't seem to notice. “Passing the final is only the beginning. The real test starts after we are assigned to a ship. Either you or I will oversee a crew of hundreds of people, and they will all be looking to us for direction. You can't just fake your way through that.”

      Sara nodded. “I know. I’m sorry, I just found a spell that sounded really interesting. We’ve gone over the management material in Mrs. Dontis’s class at least a dozen times. I was bored.”

      “Of course she’s gone over it a dozen times. The class is called ‘Aether Management 401’. If we have learned anything in this Academy, it’s that we need to know our shit if we’re going to win this war with the Teifen.”

      Sara shrugged. “Sorry. I really am. You know how I get. My mind was wandering is all.”

      Cora gave her a stern look, but started walking again, to the relief of the students that had backed up behind them on the busy sidewalk.

      “So, what was this spell?” she asked, not able to help herself.

      Sara smiled, “It’s a summoning spell. I didn't get to the actual spellform, but the text made it sound like the spell would not only summon a familiar, but also boost your power.”

      Cora gave her a sidelong look. “This is a spell in the curriculum?”

      They came to the main street that ran along the Naval Academy’s quad. The campus was an old one. Before the Elif had arrived, it had been just a small community college in a mid-sized Midwestern town, not a Naval Academy. In the past, a Naval Academy was on the coast by necessity—not in the middle of the country. But when the Navy moved from the oceans to the vastness of space, the placement of the Academies no longer mattered.

      Sara pointed to the diner across the street. “Let’s grab a bite. I’m craving a burger and some Keffin fries.”

      The town looked like it had been pulled from a fifties movie, old school cool at its finest. But only on the surface. Under the paved streets ran miles of new cabling and power management stations for the new fusion reactor that was installed to power the region. The arrival of the Elif had pushed humanity several hundred years into the future in only a few decades. They had gone from internal combustion cars to gravity manipulators in the span of one generation.

      When the deals were made, it was understood that everything would be upgraded, including humanity itself, down to DNA structures. There is some debate if the Elif actually asked for permission to genetically enhance humanity, or if they did it and then “asked” later. There was a lot of confusion in the early days, before people began volunteering for the genetic manipulation that would activate their receptors to the Aether. Some even said the Elif had already made the changes through vapors sprayed into the atmosphere. Either way, humanity was soon learning of the power that an adept Aether user could wield, and most forgot to ask about the details. People were happy for the most part.

      They pressed the button for the crosswalk, and Sara picked up the conversation as they waited for the light to change. “It’s definitely not in the curriculum. I took out a book on ancient spellforms from the library.” She pulled up the text on her tablet and handed it to Cora.

      Cora started skimming the text, and the light changed. Sara pulled on her sleeve, guiding Cora across as she continued to read.

      They entered the fifties-style diner and were greeted by Griff, the Elif proprietor.

      “Hello, ladies. You can take a seat, and I’ll be right over,” he said, smiling in his usual, friendly manner.

      Cora continued to skim the text as she followed Sara to a booth, and they both slid in. The place was pretty empty, being that it was the time between lunch and dinner.

      Sara finally got impatient. “So, what do you think? I’ve never seen an Elif with a pet. It’s against their moral code, or something.”

      “Mmm,” Cora grunted, continuing her study.

      Sara began folding the corner of her paper placemat out of boredom. She smiled when she saw Griff come from behind the counter with two drinks in his hands.

      “Diets all around,” he said, placing a soda in front of each of them. “Do you want your usual?”

      “Mmm,” Cora said with a nod. She never took her eyes from the tablet.

      “Sure, Griff. That would be great,” Sara said with a smile as she kicked Cora’s shin under the table.

      “Ow! What the fuck? Oh, sorry, Griff. I didn't see you there.” Cora leaned down and rubbed her shin.

      “Oh, that’s fine, Ms. Cora. Would you like your regular?”

      “Oh, uh. Actually, I’ll just have a coffee, Griff. Thank you.”

      “No problem,” he said, turning to put in the order.

      Sara reached out and tapped him on the arm. “Excuse me, Griff, but could I ask you something?”

      “Of course, Ms. Sara,” he said, turning and absentmindedly tugging on one of his pointed ears. It was a tic a lot of Elif had, similar to humans running their hand through their hair.

      “Do the Elif have pets? I don't think I’ve ever seen an Elif with one,” Sara asked.

      Griff flushed a little and shuffled his feet as he looked to the ceiling for words.

      “I’m sorry. I hope that’s not inappropriate to ask?”

      Griff waved her comment away, “Oh, no. It’s fine. We do have pets, but we prefer a particularly intelligent bird-equivalent from our homeworld called a Bobskin. They don't do so well in Earth’s heavy gravity and thin atmosphere. Early on, we tried bringing a few down, but the poor things were miserable not being able to fly. We thought it was cruel, so we left them on our ships.”

      He looked up again with a serene look. “I was just thinking of Jirk.”

      Sara’s face went blank as she rotated her head to look at Cora, who wore the same expression.

      “I’m sorry, ‘Jerk’?” Cora said.

      Griff nodded, memories flooding his mind. “Yes. That little Jirk was such a good companion. I had him for seventy years before he passed. I couldn't bring myself to get another Bobskin.”

      “Uh, I’m sorry, there seems to be a breakdown in language, here. Are you saying the bird was a jerk? Or his name was Jerk?”

      Griff cocked an eyebrow as he tried to understand what Cora was asking. His face turned a little red when it hit him, and he laughed.

      “No, his name was ‘Jirk’.”

      “Jerk?” Sara said, confirming.

      “Jirk”

      “Jerk.”

      “Jee-irk,” he said, over pronouncing it to make the distinction. “It’s a traditional Elif name. The last emperor was named Jirk DeSolin, that’s where I got it.”

      Sara's eyebrows rose slowly, “Your last emperor was named Jirk? That seems appropriate for a politician. Ow!”

      She jumped, as it was Cora's turn to kick her under the table. Sara reddened at her comment, feeling bad immediately, but the Elif were mostly devoid of senses of humor, and it blew right over Griff’s head.

      “Oh, yes. Very appropriate. His father was Jirkcof DeSolin, so of course he had to use the shortened version if he wanted to keep the name in the line.” He gave the twins a smile and, sensing the conversation was over—the girls seemed to be biting their tongues—turned to head back to the counter. “I’ll put your orders in and be back with your coffee, Ms. Cora.”

      A strangled “Thank you, Griff” squeaked from Sara as he left.

      They waited almost a full five seconds before muffling their laughter behind napkins stuffed to their mouths.

      “I love that guy,” Sara said when she regained enough control to stop laughing. “He’s just so sincere.”

      Cora wiped the tears from her eyes, trying not to lose too much mascara in the process. “Okay, so, this summoning spell,” she said, trying to get them back on topic.

      “Right, the summoning spell. What do you think?”

      Cora wiped at her eyes once more then turned them to the tablet. “It doesn’t have a spellform attached, and I can't find anything in the spellform directory the Elif provided. It also describes the animal companions as variations of four-legged predators, not birds.”

      “What does that mean? There are mammal equivalents on the Elif homeworlds, right?” Sara was not as up to speed on the Elif as Cora.

      “They do have little furry creatures, but no real predators,” Cora said, scanning ahead in the document.

      “Oh, right, the Elif are the largest predators on their planet. What does being a predator have to do with the summoning?” Sara asked, sipping at her diet soda.

      “It’s right here in the first paragraph,” her twin told her, turning the tablet around and showing Sara the passage. “It says the animal is a predator common in the region. Didn't you read this part?”

      “I skimmed it. We were in class, I didn't want to miss what was being said,” she argued defensively.

      Cora gave her a deadpan look.

      “I mean, it didn't work out that way.”

      “Regardless, I don't think this is an Elif spellform.”

      Sara sat up leaning on her elbows, “Why do you say that?”

      “Well. It’s too complicated. They don't think like this,” she said, pointing out a passage with the spellform’s description. “See, here it says the spellform is two forms, rotating one another. The Elif don't have anything like that anywhere in the directory.”

      “Couldn't it just be an uncommon, more complicated spellform?”

      Cora shook her head. “I don't think so. It’s just, I don’t know, not their style? This is a brute force spell, almost a binding or mending spellform, but it’s mixed with a healing form.”

      Sara was quiet for a minute while Cora continued reading. She wanted to try it. She felt like it was the answer to a question she didn't even know she’d been asking. She would need Cora's help, though. Cora was the expert at spellform theory, not her. Sara could cast anything, but had trouble being creative with the geometric shapes.

      “Could you design the spellform?” Sara asked, while taking a sip of soda. She didn't want to sound too eager.

      Cora considered, “Probably. More than likely. The description is pretty good, but knowing the intention is the important part. It would have to be a binding, not a summoning…” She trailed off as she laid the tablet flat and pulled the stylus from the slot on the side and opened a sketch program.

      Sara smiled as her sister began outlining.

      A minute or two later, Griff returned with Sara's burger and fries, and Cora's coffee. He put a small pitcher of cream and a caddy of sugar down with the black brew.

      “Griff, have you ever heard of mages having familiars?” Sara asked, looking up with a smile.

      Griff stiffened ever so slightly, but recovered quickly. “Where did you hear of such a thing, Ms. Sara?” He said it like a mother asking a child where they had heard the word ‘sex’ for the first time.

      “It was in one of the books in the library at the Academy. Why? Is it forbidden to talk about or something?” she asked with a chuckle, but Griff was not laughing.

      “Well, I suppose not.” He looked around the diner, as if someone might overhear him, but it being between lunch and dinner the place was pretty empty.

      He leaned down to the table and spoke in hushed tones. “In the first war, there were mages with animal companions, but they were rare. They called them War Mages. They had unspeakable power, and could take on armies, all on their own. At least those were the tales. My people feared their power and eventually had to turn on them to keep all Elifkind safe. At least, those are the stories. It’s been thousands of years since anything like that has happened.”

      Sara just stared at the kindly diner owner. She’d forgotten that this man could be hundreds of years old and could have seen things she could only imagine. He looked uncomfortable, like he had said too much, and wrung his hands in his apron.

      He finally broke the spell with a bright white smile. “Is there anything else, Ms. Sara?”

      She gave her head a quick shake. “No, I’m good, Griff. Thank you.”

      He gave them a nod and walked away with a quick step.

      “That was odd,” Cora said, watching the retreating figure.
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      Sara and Cora changed into shorts and tee shirts and then settled down on the floor of their dorm room, the rug they had bought at a flea market warm and fuzzy beneath their legs.

      Sara soon became full of nervous energy as Cora continued working on the spellform in silence. Not able to take the waiting anymore, Sara began the yoga routine she had memorized for just such moments of anxiety. It was nothing difficult, but it got her muscles moving and cleared her mind.

      “Why do you always do that?” Cora said, not looking up from her tablet as she sketched yet another idea.

      “You read, I do yoga,” Sara said from Warrior Three. She gave it a ten count then moved back to plank.

      “I guess it’s the same. If you think sweating is the same as expanding your mind,” Cora retorted, a smirk distorting her words slightly.

      Sara moved to Standing Triangle. “Just because you’re about as flexible as a steel rod doesn’t mean you have to make fun. I don’t call you a nerd for reading all the time.”

      Cora dropped the tablet to the coffee table, her mouth hanging open. “You called me a ‘nerd’ ten minutes ago.”

      Sara glanced through her legs at Cora, then, remembering that she had, in fact, called her a nerd, began to laugh, her form falling apart as she fell to the floor. “It’s just like a nerd to remember every word I say.”

      A pillow hit Sara in the face.

      “Get over here and help me. You’re the one that wants to do this,” Cora said, holding a second couch pillow in a threatening way.

      Sara held up her hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. I’m coming.” She grabbed a local brewery’s Hefeweizen from the fridge, and rejoined her sister on the floor.

      After several sketches and making notes where necessary, determining what Cora thought should go where on the complicated three-dimensional plan, they came to a spellform Cora thought most likely to be right. Unfortunately, there was no way to test the spellform without actually casting it. This was why spellform theory was so hard: nothing happened most of the time if the spellform was wrong. But, it was also possible to completely drain the Aether well of someone if the form was off, and that could cause coma or, in extreme cases, death.

      “So, this would work? You think the spellform is stable?” Sara asked.

      “More than likely, but I’m basing that assumption on what the book says. As far as I can tell, it’s a secondhand account at best. I think the author had the concept explained, but never actually cast the spell,” Cora said, looking over her sketches once again.

      “But if there’s a description of the spellform, then I would assume he saw a mold of it, right?” Sara took a sip of her beer.

      “Not necessarily. If he had a model, why not include it in the book?” Cora stretched her arms over her head, “I’m beat. I think I’m going to turn in. We have our final in the morning, so we should get a good night’s rest.”

      Sara held up the half empty pint. “I’m going to finish my drink then head to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Cora rolled to her feet and stumbled a little. “Damn, my foot’s asleep,” she said, shaking the numb appendage. “Be sure to turn the light out. And, Sara,” she gave her twin a hard stare, “don’t even think about casting that spell. It was fun working it out, but I didn't do it so you could cast it.”

      “Seriously? You think I would cast a spell you made up? Are you crazy?”

      “No, I’m not crazy. You are, and I don't want to wake up to find you comatose on the morning of our final.”

      Sara took another sip from her glass and smiled, “No worries. I’m just not wasting this delicious beer. Someone worked very hard on it.”

      “All right. Goodnight, I’ll see you in the morning,” Cora said, retreating to her room.

      “Night,” Sara called through the closed door. She took another sip and pulled Cora's tablet closer.

      Cora had come up with a complex spellform with two separate parts that rotated one another, each unique in their construction. The program Cora had been using was purposely designed for spellform creation, letting the creator select from a list of prebuilt standard shapes, then sketch in three dimensions to add effects to the base spellform. Each effect was based on a particular geometric shape, then tweaked according to the needs of the caster. The caster would need to envision the shape and hold it in their mind while feeding it Aether from their well of power to activate the spell. The spellforms Cora had created were based on a binding form and a healing form, but modified so much that Sara would have had trouble identifying the base if she hadn’t seen where her sister had started.

      The Elif taught that you needed to split the mind in order to cast with spellforms. One portion of the mind created the spellform, while the second fed the spellform with Aether.

      How would I cast two spellforms?

      She again opened the book on her tablet to look for a clue on the actual casting. The author mentioned that the spellforms rotated, and Sara thought at first, they would literally spin on an axis. When she thought about it more, she realized this could mean that the spellforms rotated each other.

      Sara leaned back against the chair and took a swig of beer. That could work. The rotating would combine the spellforms. I think. I would need to create them separately and then combine them.

      She drained the rest of the beer in one gulp. The sketches were calling to her. She wanted to try it, if only just to see if she could make the spellforms combine.

      Sara glanced at Cora's door, and when she couldn’t see any light glowing from underneath, she reached over to pick up Cora's tablet, studying the spellforms.

      She put the first one together in her mind. It being based on a simple form, it took her little mental effort, once she could wrap her mind around the additions.

      The second was based on a binding form and was much more complicated. Giving Cora's door one last glance, she smiled.

      It wouldn't hurt to just do the spellform. I don't have to actually power it, she reasoned to herself.

      She scooted her butt until she was sitting straight-backed against the chair, and did a quick breathing exercise to clear her mind. She easily made the first spellform in one section of her mind. While holding this first form in place, she began to construct the second. It was more difficult than she had first thought, but she soon held the two forms in her split mind.

      The next part was the hardest.

      She first tried to mash the spellforms into one idea, but they resisted. She gave up trying to combine them, and instead began to rotate them separately. The effort to change the orientation of a spellform in her mind was more than she could take, though, and they both collapsed.

      She opened her eyes and wiped at the sweat that had beaded on her forehead. She stretched her neck to loosen a small knot of tension and tried again.

      The forms came quickly, her mind better understanding the complicated nuances of the spell, and this time, instead of trying to rotate them, she had the simpler of the forms begin an orbit, while leaving a diameter large enough that she could slide the second form into it. Her mind rebelled, but the approach was smart, and the second form eventually slipped inside.

      With a wash of relief, she realized she was no longer holding two separate forms, but one extremely complicated form.

      Sara smiled at the accomplishment. Opening an eye to make sure Cora was still in her room, she thought, It would be a shame to have made it this far and not give it a little Aether to see if it would work.

      Taking a deep breath, she gave the new spellform a small shot of Aether. Just enough to see if the form would even take any.

      Sara gasped as the spellform drank at the Aether like a parched man who had found a well.

      Her panic rose as power flowed from her uncontrollably. She tried to banish the spellforms from her mind, but they had taken on a life of their own, feeding on her and showing no signs of stopping.

      A strangled cry came from her throat, and she fell to the floor, her cheek burning from its impact with the rug.

      She felt her Aether well begin to run dry. It was more than she had ever tried to use, and the speed at which it was flowing was increasing.

      She opened her mouth to scream as the last of her Aether tried to rush out, but she held onto the last dregs with every fiber of her being, like a man lost at sea holding onto a piece of broken ship. It was too much in the end, and she felt her world fading away as she blacked out, her scream dying before it ever escaped.

      Before she completely surrendered to unconsciousness, she heard the voice of a man, sounding shocked and little angry.

      “Are you serious?”
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      Colonel Charles Grimms sipped on his coffee in the conference room as Admiral Hefestus Kurtz went over his new posting. His eyes drifted over to the windows overlooking the big island, which was still under construction after twenty years of its establishment as the world capital. Hawaii was selected for its combined isolation and centralized placement to the world powers. It always struck Grimms as odd that such a beautiful place was no more than a few steps from the war machine.

      Such is fate, he supposed.

      Colonel Grimms was a stocky man, still thick with muscle, despite working from a desk for the last four years. His hair had gone grey with age, and his knees ached when it rained, but he was still ready for a new posting. If he was going to be trapped behind a desk for the rest of his career he would probably take his retirement and do his sitting on the beach.

      He looked out the window again, taking another sip. If he squinted, he could just make out the white sands dotted with people sunning themselves.

      No, the beach wouldn’t be any better than the desk. I need to get back out there. Besides, I would have to start drinking those stupid fru-fru drinks if I wanted to do the beach properly. He thought, taking another sip of his black coffee and smiling at the bitter taste.

      The admiral cleared his throat, and after pulling up something on his tablet, continued the meeting, “She’s a brand new ship design. The Elif are touting her as the hidden gem of the fleet,” the Admiral said, sliding a tablet across the table with the design specs pulled up. “The Raven will primarily be a lone operator in enemy territory. The new controller interface is far more responsive than anything currently in use and can outperform the next closest ship by a factor of ten. All we’re missing is a set of twins to power and command it, but we have a few sets getting ready to graduate that have grabbed our attention. The amount of Aether the controller twin will be able to channel is astounding, and the interface with the Captain twin is nearly instantaneous. ”

      “Why hasn’t the new system been integrated into all the ships? Is it dangerous?” Grimms asked, looking at the numbers.

      “Not so much ‘dangerous’ as ‘untested in the field’. This will be a two year test run, and if the results are positive, they will start implementing the system for all the ships in the fleet.”

      “It says here that the controller will be interred in a tank for the duration of the commission, is that right? They will never be off duty?” Grimms didn't like the sound of that; people needed down time. His gray hair was not only a testament to his fifty years, but to the stress of too many hours in combat without leave back when he was with the SEAL team.

      “The Elif tell me it won’t be a problem. Something about how the controller perceives time and the space around them. Evidently, they have years of lab tests to prove its validity. They want to make sure the new controller knows what they’re getting into and has the skills to pull it off. They’re being very selective on captains, though. The Raven will need a set of twins that will use every opportunity to their advantage. A twin set that can get the job done when the conditions are less than favorable will stretch this ships capability and really show us the advantages of the new system.

      “We’re going to need a solid win here, Grimms. I think you’re just the man to keep these kids in line while pushing them far enough to prove the system viable.”

      Grimms looked over the schematics as he took another sip of his coffee. The ship was technically a frigate, but crossed a lot of lines into cruiser or destroyer territory. Space vessels were much larger than their counterparts on the sea, so the distinctions between classes became fuzzy. There were currently three types of warships in the fleet: cruisers, destroyers, and corvettes. The Raven was built on a corvette frame, but armored like a destroyer and armed like a cruiser.

      Grimms gave a grunt of approval, “This little ship will take a beating.”

      This combination would have been unattainable with the current controller systems or, at least, it would not have been effective. The larger and heavier the ship, the slower it maneuvered, and the more armor it needed to take the beating it would receive. The trade-off was that the ship could pack in more firepower when it finally did engage, and could stay in the battle longer before needing to jump away. The traditional corvette class would jump in, fire, and jump away almost immediately, relying on the enemy not being able to target them quickly enough to do too much damage. Whereas a cruiser could jump in and fire several volleys before needing to disengage, the larger ships could suffer more damage while also doling out more destruction. The balance of speed and durability is what made space battle possible. Several corvettes could engage the enemy early and keep it busy until the larger ships arrived and destroyed them.

      But the Raven was a whole new level of warship. It combined the traits of all three without compromising too much. It was a ship designed to operate on its own, without the support of a fleet. The armor was rated for several Aetheric cannon blasts at range before it became compromised. The armor alone would have crippled the maneuverability of a standard corvette, let alone the increased armament. It had two Aetheric cannons, both of which were powered through the controller, instead of the standard one cannon on a corvette. It also had four tri-barreled gauss cannons instead of one, and these were rated for planetary bombardment, using the larger rounds found on a cruiser. Twice the normal point defense cannons (PDCs) at twenty-four, and an array of counter-measures normally reserved for destroyer or cruiser class vessels.

      All this additional armament took up a lot of room on the relatively small ship. Most corvettes were also used as transports, able to carry five thousand ground troops, along with accompanying gear and vehicles. This ship, however, could only accommodate five hundred troops and gear.

      “Sir, this ship looks like a beast… But I’m not sure why it’s needed. Won’t all actions be carried out in combination with the Elif navy? Why would we need a sole operation ship like this?”

      The Admiral gave a half smile. “Because, Commander, even the strongest armed force needs its black ops. This ship is designed to sneak in and hit the enemy hard and fast, leaving nothing but confusion and destruction in its wake. The concept needs to be tested, and, I won’t lie to you, Commander, this is that test. There is a very real danger that this will all go up in flames.

      “If, on the other hand, we can make it work,” he continued, “Well then, humanity is on its way to a new form of space combat. Up until now, all Elif engagements have been carried out as a group. They don't think like us, they’re too communal. Thinking about venturing out and striking the enemy alone terrifies them. They need us for the batshit crazy things we will do on their behalf.

      “This is an opportunity to push the limits of human ingenuity and daring. I need a good strong commander to help our new captains in this endeavor, and I think you’re just the man. You may only have five hundred troops on board, but they will be the cream of the crop. These guys are special forces all the way. They are going to be a bit much for a green captain to handle. You were a part of the SEALs back when it was still a thing, so you know how to handle these guys.” The Admiral gave him a grin, “What do you say, Commander? You up for an adventure?”

      Grimms looked over the schematics one more time while he thought about his answer. He was getting old, but not so old he wanted to hang his hat up just yet. He liked the idea of doing something new, something important.

      Something that’s not behind that damned desk.

      There was only one detail that bothered him. “Who do you have to captain her? All the new captains are so young; their inexperience is going to get people killed. But I do understand we can't use just anybody.”

      “We have it narrowed down to two sets of twins. They both have their finals soon, and we will be making our decision then. I assure you they are the best of the best we have to offer. You will be in command of all ground operations, and be given codes to override the ship if they turn out to be not up to the challenge. We are confident that they will be a good match, though.”

      Grimms nodded, “Okay, Admiral. I would like to see this new design in action.  Sign me up.”

      Admiral Kurtz clapped his hands once and rubbed them together, “Excellent. I knew you were the right man for the job. We can get you up there this afternoon, and you can oversee the final bits of construction. She should be ready in a few days. Now, let’s have a drink and celebrate the commissioning of your new ship. Your shuttle leaves in an hour.”
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      “Sara! Sara, wake up,” Cora nearly sobbed.

      Sara’s eyes fluttered open, and she immediately regretted it, as the morning light cut across her face through the window.

      “Close the blinds. Oh god, my eyes,” Sara moaned as she threw an arm across her face.

      Cora gasped in relief, “What the hell happened? I came out here, and you were passed out. I’ve been trying to wake you for nearly ten minutes.”

      “Sorry. I, uh, had a rough night.”

      “Did you drink all night? What is wrong with you? You know we have the exam today.” Cora’s relief was washing away, anger filling in the gaps.

      Sara sat up and put her face in her hand. She had a headache that wouldn't stop, not unlike a hangover.

      “Did you try and cast that spell?”

      “I need a glass of water,” Sara croaked, trying to swallow her guilt, but finding her throat suddenly dry.

      “You did. You idiot, that was an unproven spellform. It could have killed you!” Cora stood up and went to the kitchen. “I can't believe you. No, actually, I can't believe I thought you wouldn't try it. The day before our final exam, you decide to put twenty years of schooling at risk; this is so like you.”

      Sara held her head and groaned. She must be worse off than she thought. Her head was pounding, and now her hearing was on the fritz. She could swear there was a scratching coming from the front hall.

      A glass of water was thrust in her face.

      “Here, drink this and take these,” Cora ordered, handing her two aspirin along with the water.

      Sara took them both, nodding her thanks.

      “This has got to be the most reckless thing I’ve ever seen you do, and that is saying a lot, Sara.”

      The headache began to recede quickly with the water, but she could still hear the scratching. She pushed herself to her feet and stumbled to the bathroom.

      “I’m sorry, okay? It was dumb, and I’m sorry. I was just trying to see if I could make the spellform in my mind at all. When I got it, I thought shooting just a touch of Aether into it to see if it actually worked was a good idea. You know, just seeing if the spellform was receptive.”

      Sara stood at the sink, splashing water in her face, while Cora leaned on the doorframe.

      “And?”

      “And what?” Sara said, combing out her hair. The ends were tangled from her night on the floor. I must have been rolling around in my sleep. Satisfied the tangles were mostly gone, she opened the cabinet drawer and pulled out her waterproof mascara to continue her morning routine.

      “Did it work?”

      Sara looked at her in the mirror, the mascara brush tugging on her lashes. “Do you see an animal?”

      “No, but I did see my sister passed out on the floor. I feel like if the spell knocked you on your ass, there should have been some kind of result.”

      “Well, I just woke up, and so far, I don't feel any different. And unless there’s some animal hiding in the apartment, I would say it was a bust.”

      Cora pushed off the doorframe and looked down the hall toward the front door.

      “Did you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” Sara said, working on her second eye.

      “It was like scratching, or something. There it is again!” Cora said, taking a few steps down the hall.

      Sara stuck her head out of the bathroom. “You heard that, too? I thought it was part of my headache.”

      “Who hears scratching and thinks it’s a headache? I think something is at the front door.”

      Cora stepped to the door and, in one smooth motion, unlocked and pulled it open.

      Sara felt a pang of disappointment when no one was there.

      “Huh, I thought for sure there was some—” Cora’s words cut off, a squeal spilling from her lips. She jumped back, plastering herself against the wall.

      Now that the path was clear, Sara could see a tiny cat sauntering in as if he owned the place. He was about half the size of a normal cat, with ears twice the normal size. His fur was a deep black that shone luxuriously in the light.

      “What the fuck is that?” Cora said, eyes wide as she peered down at it.

      “Uh…” Sara responded.

      It was like a person had had a cat described to them, and then made one without actually looking at a real one. It was just off.

      The little cat-thing hopped up on the counter and looked Sara in the eye, like a person would. They stood there, staring at one another, the animal’s yellow eyes cocked in a questioning manner.

      Finally, the cat broke the silence.

      “Merow.”

      “Shit.”
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      “It sees me, Cora. It sees right into me,” Sara said, eyes still locked with the cat. “It knows what I’m thinking.”

      The cat gave her a look she was sure only a person who thought she was an idiot could give. It rolled its yellow eyes slightly, but seemed to catch itself halfway and stopped.

      “Did that thing just roll its eyes at you?” Cora asked, standing behind Sara, keeping her distance.

      Sara felt like she could trust this creature. It was odd-looking, but still just a cat, after all—nothing it could do to hurt her. There was a hint of a connection between them, like a tiny string attaching them together in the Aetheric, but it was a weak and tenuous thing for now.

      “Merow,” it said, slightly put off.

      Cora and Sara both cocked their heads at the cat’s bored face. They stared in silence for a bit, no one moving a muscle.

      Eventually the cat broke the trance with a flick of its ear.

      He walked to the edge of the counter and presented a paw to Sara. Sara slowly came around the chair and, taking the paw between thumb and forefinger, gave it a shake.

      “It’s very nice to meet you Mr. Burke. My name is Sara Sonders, and this is my sister, Cora.”

      The cat looked over to the dumbfounded twin. “Merp,” he said.

      Cora squinted at the cat with a look of disbelief. “Did you just shake a cat’s paw? And what did you just call him?”

      Sara looked to her sister then to the cat. “Alister Burke. That’s his name.” She screwed up her eyes a little. “I think.” Sara shook her head. “It’s like I know him. Maybe it’s the familiar thing? This is so weird.”

      Cora moved closer to Sara, “It has a name? Is it even a cat?”

      Sara shrugged. “I don't know, but I do know that’s his name. This is fucking crazy, but if the book is right, this could be really good for us.”

      “Crazy? Yes. Good? I guess we’ll find out,” Cora huffed.

      Sara decided to give her new abilities a try. She went to the kitchen, filled a bowl with water, and set it on the counter beside Alister.

      “Okay. According to the book, I should have way more power. I’m going to heat this water with a fire spell.”

      “Just use a tiny amount of Aether. We don't know how much more power you have, and I don't want you to catch the apartment on fire,” Cora said, still standing away from Alister.

      Alister blinked a few times and twitched an ear. He began cleaning a paw.

      Sara constructed the fire spellform in her mind. At least, she tried to. The spellform was one of the first she had learned, so she barely had to think about it, but when she tried, it came to her as a fuzzy shape. It was as if her mind was trying to do something it had never done before.

      “Well? Have you started?” Cora asked, leaning in to see the water sitting undisturbed.

      “Uh, I’m trying. I’m having trouble focusing,” Sara said, panic beginning to build. Try as she might, the spellform wouldn't come.

      “It’s a fire spell. You can do those in your sleep.”

      “Give me a minute,” Sara said.

      She started a breathing exercise, attempting to clear her mind. Taking  a few breaths her mind became as blank as a new canvas. She tried the spell again. Nothing.

      Her teeth began to chatter lightly with fear.

      Have I just stripped myself of power?

      She looked at the little cat thing, tears welling. “What have you done?” she whispered.

      Cora saw her wet eyes and came around the counter. “What’s going on? Are you all right?” She took Sara by the shoulders.

      Alister just stared up at her, his face blank.

      Sara gently pushed Cora back and leaned down till her face was even with Alister's. “What have you done? Why can't I make a spellform?”

      “You can't make a spellform? Oh, no. Sara, what have you done? We have a final in an hour. God dammit, Sara. Why do you always do this to us?”

      Alister raised an eyebrow. “Merow?”

      Sara growled, “Why can't I cast, you little shit?”

      Cora put her face in her hands. “We are so screwed. I can't believe you did this. It was just an exercise in spell theory; if I thought you were going to actually cast it, I would have never drawn up the forms. How could you be so stupid?”

      Sara was getting nothing from Alister, who seemed to be nearly as frustrated as she was.

      “I’m sorry, Cora. Look, let’s see how bad this is before we freak out too much.”

      Sara went to the living room and picked up a lighter from beside the decorative candles. It had a tiny fire spellform carved into the top; anyone with access to Aether could feed that Aether into the physical spellform to create that effect. She focused on the tiny spellform and fed it with her power.

      A small flame burst to life over the intricate design.

      “Well, I have access to my Aether, but my ability to create spellforms is toast. At least for now; maybe it’s a side effect that will go away. Like me and Alister need to become attuned to one another, or something.”

      “How are we going to perform a final exam if you can't cast? They need both twins to operate a starship, it’s not like they can just take me.  Package deal, Sara, you know this. I don’t think I can get us out of this mess alone,” Cora shouted.

      “We can do it. You’ll have to be the controller, though. I can get us a win as long as you provide the power.”

      “Are you serious? We have been practicing for this exam for months, and not once have I been the controller.”

      “I can do it. I have a few ideas. It will be hard, but we can do it. Besides, it’s not like we have a choice.”

      “Whose fault is that, Sara?” She said ‘Sara’ like a curse.

      “I fucked up. I’m sorry. But there is nothing I can do about it now. We either try this, or we don't pass. If we fail, we’ll just have to take it again in a few months.”

      “In a few months the best starships will be filled. Not to mention, with a fail on our record, we will be lucky to be hauling troops on a transport. I didn't work my ass off to be a transport pilot, Sara. I want my warship.”

      “I know. We’ll get it. Trust me.”

      Cora was so angry she had tears in her eyes. She stormed off to her room, returning a second later with her duffel bag. She began stuffing her battlesuit into the open zipper.

      “Well, get your shit. We have an exam to get to.”

      Sara looked at the little cat that had been watching the argument like a tennis match. “What do we do with him?”

      Cora shot daggers at the cat. “Leave him the fuck here. We can't bring him to the exam.”

      Alister looked around, then jumped to the back of the club chair and curled up for a nap.

      “He’ll be fine. We need to go. You better pull this out of your ass, or so help me…” Cora's rage brought her to speechlessness.

      Sara took the opportunity to run and grab her things, while Cora rubbed her forehead, the skin turning white where her fingers pressed down.

      Sara returned, bag in hand, and Cora didn't even spare her a glance as she turned to the door and led the way out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Sara gripped the strap of her bag so hard her knuckles were white. She had screwed up a lot in her life, but Cora was right; casting that spell may have been the most idiotic thing she had ever done.

      Her sister was still fuming, she hadn’t said a word the whole walk, but would shoot a look in her direction occasionally, then huff and turn away in disgust.

      “I’m sorry, but you are going to have to let this go if we are going to pass. Will you be able to take my commands in the exam?”

      “Don't you dare try and act like my professionalism is in question. I’m not the one that cast an unknown spell and stripped myself of power. Yes, I’ll take your commands,” Cora said, not even sparing Sara a glance.

      Sara nodded, her twin’s anger and disappointment washing over her, and knocking her self-respect down a few notches.

      They entered the building on the edge of campus, which was set up with a holo room. All the exams were practical at the Academy, and the holo room let the examiners observe the students in real-world situations.

      The room was dark to maximize the view into the testing area below. Sara and Cora made their way down the steep theater seating to the front, where a large window ran the length of the room.

      An Elif Lieutenant was standing with his hands clasped behind his back, a tablet held loosely, watching the mages as they battled with a group of Teifen holograms. There were three other officers, two human and one Elif, holding tablets and taking notes of the action.

      The lieutenant turned to the twins as they approached and gave a nod of acknowledgment.

      “Sonders?” he asked, glancing at his tablet.

      “Yes, sir,” Cora said, snapping a salute, joined by Sara.

      “The mages should be done in a few minutes. You can take a seat and watch, if you would like,” he said, turning back to the view.

      The sisters sat in the front row. Cora closed her eyes, trying to center herself, but Sara leaned forward to watch the mages.

      The environment was an alien city block, littered with burnt out vehicles. Trash was blowing around in the virtual wind. The mages had set up a perimeter and were working to eliminate an attacking Teifen force.

      The Teifen were tall, and came in a variety of coloring and skin types. Some were furry like a werewolf, others were scaly like a lizard. Some had horns, while others looked nearly human, but had hooves instead of feet. The Teifen were so genetically diverse that their children often looked nothing like the parents. Most humans described them as looking like demons. What they all had in common was that they were large, and had human-like faces. They varied in height, but none stood less than six feet, and most tended toward seven or eight. They were heavily muscled, and aggressive in nature.

      The Teifen were stalking low in full battle rattle, powered suits and power rifles. They had lost a few in an earlier part of the test, evidenced by the dead bodies leaving blue bloodstains on the pavement.

      The mages had swung around the approaching enemy in a classic flanking move, moving down an alley that would come out behind the small group of Teifen.

      Sara tapped Cora on the shoulder. “You should check this out, the mages are about to spring their trap.”

      Cora didn't even open her eyes. “I’m trying to get ready. You should be doing the same.”

      Sara made a face at her, and turned back to the action.

      The flanking mages got the signal from the main force of four mages hunkered down in cover. Three mages jumped from the alley, one immediately throwing up a low shield and kneeling behind it. The other two knelt beside him, one aiming down his rifle, and the second conjuring a firebolt.

      The main force sprang from cover and opened up with their rifles. Thousands of tiny metal slivers shot from the magnetic rails. The snapping of tiny sonic booms filled the room.

      A Teifen in front put up a shield just in time to stop the barrage, and the other five took position at its edge with their power rifles, sending small glowing orbs down range.

      The flankers had caught the Teifen with their backs exposed. A firebolt shot from one mage’s hands, and he was preparing another before the first was halfway to the Teifen’s backs. The two other mages picked their shots ahead of time. The Teifen holding the shield was hit in the back of the neck, a known soft spot in Teifen armor, and dropped immediately. His shield dissolved along with his life.

      The main force now had an open firing lane, and took out two more enemies before another Teifen was able to shield them.

      The mage’s second firebolt hit the group from behind, exploding and sending them all sprawling, including the new shielder.

      In less than five seconds, the Teifen were all down, and the lights in the holo room went green, indicating the end of the test.

      “That was well done, men. You may exit to the right and return your equipment,” the Lieutenant said into a wall intercom. He turned to Sara and Cora. “Ladies, you may go on down and prepare. Your test will start as soon as you are ready.” He indicated a door on the side of the room.

      “Thank you, sir,” Sara said, standing and heading for the door. Cora was right on her heels.

      “This should be interesting,” Cora said, taking Sara's hand as they walked out the side door.

      Sara smiled and squeezed Cora’s hand.

      Cora might be mad, but she was still her sister; Sara knew that, when the time came, Cora would always have her back.
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      They made their way through the door and down a set of stairs, to find a room where a few Elif were stacking the equipment the last group had used onto racks. A tall Elif woman approached them with a pair of headsets.

      “You will need these to dampen your abilities a little. We don't want you blowing a hole in the testing room,” she said with a bright smile.

      Sara reached out and fitted the device over her head; the small arms repositioned themselves against her scalp. Once Cora did the same, the woman motioned for them to head into the exam room.

      “Good luck, ladies,” she said, then closed the door behind them.

      Sara was surprised at the detail the simulation projected. She knew it was largely an illusion, but it seemed as though they really had stepped into the hall of a starship. The bridge doors stood open before them.

      They moved onto the bridge and took up their positions. Cora sat in a reclining chair surrounded by a clear glass cylinder with a section just large enough for her to enter through. As soon as she sat down, the cylinder’s door slid shut, cutting her off from the rest of the bridge.

      Sara stepped into the command ring in the center of the bridge, and fed a little Aether into the spellform embedded in the ring.

      A bubble formed around her in an instant, displaying the immediate space around the ship and including an icon of the ship they were on in the center. There was a planet close by with a shattered moon in orbit. She read the situation with a practiced eye and noted that there was a Teifen carrier coming around the planet to meet them.

      The simulation froze as the lieutenant came over the loudspeakers. “Here is the situation report. You are the captain of a corvette attack vessel and have received word that a colony is under attack by a Teifen carrier. The planet is being bombarded, and fighters are picking off settlements. Your small ship is far outclassed in this battle; however, you know there are several destroyers en route that will provide you with fire support in twelve minutes. Your objective is to distract the carrier from their ground assault while you wait for backup.

      “Your ship is equipped with one main Aether cannon, six PDCs, and two gauss cannons, and you have light armor—rated for fighter engagements only. You will not have support staff for this engagement, so the simulation will carry out all their duties.

      “This is a test of your power management and tactical thinking. Points will be awarded for how quickly you are able to disengage the carrier from the planet, and how much damage you take in comparison to how much the carrier takes. Points are awarded for each fighter shot down, but you will lose points for each section of your ship that is damaged, so be careful in close battle. The destruction of your ship is an automatic fail. You may begin now.”

      The simulation started back up, and Sara found herself in the beginnings of a panic attack. We need to get the attention of a ship twenty times our size and hold it for twelve minutes while avoiding getting crushed. She took a calming breath and looked at the situation map like a tactician.

      The ship was just now coming over the horizon of the planet, at just under one and a half light-seconds’ distance. The Aether, being everywhere and in everything at once, could provide instantaneous data. The problem was that their enemies had the same ability.

      They knew she was there.

      According to the display, the carrier was launching gauss rounds into the surface of the planet. She had to assume the carrier was opting not to engage them until they crossed the horizon.

      “Cora, let’s head for the shattered moon. We can get closer without exposing ourselves completely,” Sara said into her headset.

      The engines kicked in, and she felt the floor move slightly. They were accelerating at incredible speeds, but it was nothing more than a slight crawl on the stellar scale.

      “Comms, are we getting any chatter in the open?”

      A female voice came from the comms station. “No, Ma’am. Nothing on an open frequency. I am picking up encrypted chatter between the carrier and the fighters. I am guessing they are aware of us and are recalling the fighters, Ma’am.”

      Sara bit her lip, trying to decide if they would have points taken off for recklessness. She decided that getting the carrier to disengage quickly was worth the risk.

      “Cora, engage warp and jump us to the moon. We need to get these bastards focused on us.”

      For the most part, space battle needed to happen up close, due to the limited speed of weapons. It was common practice for ships to warp across the battlefield to close in fast, fire weapons, and then warp back out. It only took a controller five to ten seconds to engage a warp field, so most battles happened in the seconds it took to power up the drive. While in combat, the captain used their Aether to power shields and deflect fire.

      The star field squeezed in for a split second, only to expand just as quickly, but Sara found the view blocked by a huge chunk of the moon as they slid into the asteroid field created by its shattered body. They would have a clear line of sight to the carrier on the other side of the asteroid.

      She could see on the display that the Teifen carrier was turning about and loading its fighters as they came in. She knew they would be jumping into range of traditional weapons as soon as the last fighter was on board, and estimated that they had thirty seconds before that happened.

      Pressing a few buttons, Sara turned the PDCs to auto-fire, targeting anything large enough to damage the hull. She had an idea.

      “Cora, would you be able to power the Aether cannon, then warp before firing?” she asked. She knew she could do it, but she also knew she had more experience as a controller than Cora did.

      “Uh, yeah. Yes, I can do that,” Cora said, her voice sounding a little distracted.

      “Good. Helm, begin to drift us to the edge of this asteroid, as if we are going to come out of cover and fire on the carrier from here. Then I want you to stop abruptly before we actually make it to the edge.”

      The simulation produced a voice that came from the helm console. “Yes, ma’am.”

      The ship began to drift, picking up speed as it went.

      “Cora, begin powering the Aether cannon, but hold the shot.”

      She watched the carrier closely. It had one main Aether cannon, as did most ships, positioned on a turret on the top of the ship, giving it the widest angle of fire. She was hoping the enemy would take the easy shot with their Aether cannon when they peeked over the edge.

      Aether cannons, like the sensors, traveled instantaneously across space, making them the only long-range weapon available to either side. Its power diminished with distance, but under a million miles, the cannon was enough to drain the shields on most small ships.

      They came to the edge of the asteroid, and the ship jerked to a stop. Sara sighed with relief when the carrier responded to her own ship’s cannon powering up and apparently coming out of cover.  The enemy’s cannon fired, and the edge of the asteroid exploded in a flash of plasma and chunks of rock that flew off in all directions.

      The PDCs began to fire, filling the area with thousands of metal slugs that pulped any rock that came close to the hull. Sara knew they only had a few seconds before the carrier was able to jump or fire its cannon again. She tried to throw up a shield in front of the ship to block anything the PDCs missed, and her heart nearly skipped a beat when nothing happened.

      She needed to think of something and fast. The carrier began to turn their way, and the last of the fighters was almost in the bay.

      “Cora, I need you to do something a little unorthodox, and it’s going to test your abilities,” she said, leaning in and looking at the area directly around the ship. She spotted what she needed.

      “Okay, what is it?”

      “You’re going to need to expand the warp field to include this chunk of rock, then warp us directly at the carrier. Before we get there, shrink the warp bubble so the rock is no longer inside it, then bring us to a full stop. Once we’re out of warp, let the Aether cannon fly, and hit them with everything you have left.”

      There was a beat before Cora said, “Aye, Ma’am.”

      The ship leapt forward at a considerably slower pace than a warp jump would normally be. The large rock was still there, spinning lazily. Sara could feel the moment the warp bubble shrank. The ship shuddered and groaned, and Cora let out a whimpering cry as her mind battled with the powers at work. The ship came to a sudden stop, halfway between the moon and the carrier; the planet loomed large in the view screen. As soon as the ship came to a stop, the Aether cannon let loose with a shuddering whoosh. The carrier’s shields flared white, then red as the Aether blast was absorbed.

      The Teifen were not very talented at shielding, but they were good enough. Normally on a ship as large as the carrier, they would have multiple stations where Teifen mages could pour Aether into the shield matrix. This made for plenty of power, but they could not modulate the shielding in any way. Because mages would waste any power they dumped into a shield that was not hit, they tended to take shifts and add power as needed. Sara was hoping to catch them off guard and overpower the shields in one all-out assault. They would not expect for such a small ship to try and take them on in an open fight.

      It worked. The shields on the carrier winked out as the last of the extra power Cora was able to scrape from her well was spent. The carrier was unshielded, but not damaged.

      At least, it was not damaged for the fraction of a second it took a rock the size of two city buses to smash into it at ninety percent the speed of light.

      The rock punched a hole through the whole ship, entering the bow as a solid piece and exiting the stern as a hot jet of plasma. Seconds later, the carrier was blown apart, as the reactor containment failed, igniting a micro sun deep in the carrier’s hull for a split second.

      “Yes,” Sara shouted, pumping a fist at the image of the carrier vanishing in a white-hot blast.

      She was breathing heavily, and it took a second to realize that the simulation had frozen. The speaker came on, and she heard the lieutenant.

      “Well, that was…” He paused to think of the proper word. “Unorthodox.”

      “Thank you, Sir. We Sonderses are known to think outside the box on occasion,” she said, straight-faced.

      “Yes, well. Your test is complete. Please return the equipment. You are dismissed.”

      The speaker crackled as he shut off the mic.

      Sara turned to find Cora sitting on the edge of the controller’s chair, breathing heavily and wiping sweat from her face. She shakily stood and grabbed onto the edge of the open cylinder for support. Sara quickly got one of her arms around her and took some of her weight.

      “Hey, are you okay? I didn't think you would be that tired from the fight.”

      Cora nodded, her hair damp with sweat. “I’m fine, it was just some tricky maneuvering you were calling for. I had to brute force some of it, so I was spending Aether like it was our parents’ money.”

      Sara laughed at the reference. Their father had some particular ideas about how they managed themselves through college. “Well, it was a good show. The way you manipulated the warp bubble was perfect. I was afraid the stress of letting the rock go like that was going to break it apart.”

      “It actually did break apart, but it was moving so fast, it didn't have time to spread out,” Cora explained, taking more and more of her own weight with every step.

      “Well, I have a pretty good feeling about our test results, so I say we go celebrate after we’re released from class. I’m sure the Marines will want a drink or two after their showing,” Sara said, grinning.

      Cora laughed. “I’m down if you are. Wait, what about the cat-thing sleeping in our apartment?” she asked, her forgotten anger flaring back to life.

      Sara slapped her forehead.
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      Colonel Grimms walked beside Sargent Major Baxter, a large man with dark brown skin and stark white hair that marked him as a mage. They were following Chief Engineer Sabine, who was giving them their introductory tour of the Raven. Grimms’ hands were clasped behind his straight back, while he took in the ship still under construction. The commander had been in the Navy for thirty years, and had risen to his position, not so much through a stellar record over time served, but from a willingness to do whatever it took.

      Today was no exception.

      “And here you can see into the engine room. We’re just now getting the holding tank installed,” Chief Engineer Sabine said, waving his olive brown hand at the large glass and metal canister that was just now being lowered by a crane in the center of the room. There were half finished pipes leading to the area the tank would occupy, and cables snaked the ground around a circular clearing.

      Grimms thought Sabine might be from Greece, or somewhere close to that. When the Aether receptors were activated in humanity a side effect was that everyone started understanding one another, regardless of what language they spoke. It was odd, but damn convenient. The problem was that accents became a kind of flourish of the mind, and not so much an indicator of origin. Commander Grimms didn't realize how much of a person’s persona was tied up in their accent until it became meaningless. A person born in New Jersey might sound like they were from England, if that was how they thought they sounded in their mind. Most people still had accents similar to where they originated, but one could never assume much anymore

      “What is the tank for?” Marine Sergeant Major Baxter asked. “I’ve been on the Elif ships and toured the engine rooms, but they don't have tanks like that,” the large man mused.

      Chief Sabine’s eyebrows rose in appreciation of the man. “Good eye, Sergeant Major. No, the Elif don't have a holding tank on their ships. Unfortunately, I’ve not been able to pry what the blazes it’s for from any of their engineers. They keep pointing me to the manuals, but those are next to worthless. They read as if someone wrote them after someone else built the ships. The best I can surmise is that it’s a new controller platform.”

      “ ‘Controller platform’? As in the mage twin controller? Why would they need a tank? Don't all the controllers work from the bridge? Are they trying to get around the need for twin sets to pilot starships?” the sergeant asked.

      “No, the twins are still needed because of how much Aether they can channel compared to a normal mage; something about their genetics lets more Aether flow through them when plugged into amplifiers. Plus, when plugged into the system, there is a lot of nonverbal communication between the captain and the controller that only twins can achieve.”

      “But there are ships without twin sets piloting them. Most of the troop transports are powered by mages, with a non-mage pilot controlling them,” Baxter said, raising an eyebrow.

      Chief Sabine nodded. “A ship can be piloted, and even travel at warp, without a twin set, but at a much reduced capacity. The warp needs to be computer-controlled and then powered by a mage, but the ship would have to rely on physical spellforms for shielding, therefore unable to modulate as the battle would demand. The ships become slow to react and thus are less effective in battle. A twin set is able to bypass all these problems and react at the speed of thought.”

      Grimms put a hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “Trust me, Sergeant, I’ve asked all these questions to the higher-ups. We need to have twins piloting and controlling warships if we want to stand more than a fleeting chance of winning. Please, Chief, continue with the tour.”

      Sabine cleared his throat and looked back to the tank suspended in the air. “They tell me this ship is the first of its kind in the fleet, and that some modifications are needed to make her work properly. Like I said, though, the manual is useless, and the Elif are keeping quiet for now. It seems a little fishy to me. But what do I know, I’m only the chief engineer on this boat.”

      “Come to think of it, this ship is quite a bit different than the Elif carrier I toured. Did someone else design these ships? Why don't we use the same ships as the Elif?” Commander Grimms asked Chief Sabine.

      “Well, this ship is something new, so it’s got all sorts of new doodads in the guts, but its base schematics are just as old as the other ships in the fleet. I guess they wanted to wait on this controller design for the right pilots or something. The Elif said they built us ships that were smaller and faster because we have so few people to man them, but the more time I spend on this ship, the more I suspect they didn't design them at all. It’s small things, like the height of the handles on the cabinets, or the length of the beds. Plus, the ship I trained on had the traditional controller setup, but the dimensions were the same as on this ship, like it was supposed to have this fancy controller tank from the get go, but then something fell through. It’s damned odd, sir.”

      Grimms knew very well what the tank was for, and he was not yet sure how he felt about the design. He had been told in his briefing with the Admiral that it was far more efficient than the traditional ship, and Grimms didn't doubt that the design would do exactly what the Elif engineers said it would. No, what worried the commander was that if the setup was so much better, then why didn't the Elif use it themselves? The chief’s new information—that the ships were all supposed to have the tanks—was interesting. The Elif were hiding things from humanity; on that, he wholeheartedly agreed with Chief Sabine.

      The chief suddenly shouted out to a woman standing on a skid stacked with couplings, where she was overseeing the tanks installation. “Jeffries, get those cables out of the way before they get sliced!” He was pointing at a bundle of cable close to where the tank would land. Jeffries jumped off the skid as the tank flew in, and started yanking the cables back out of the way. It didn't look like they were in immediate danger to Grimms, but he was a commander, not an engineer.

      “Sorry, Commander. They probably would have been fine, but better safe than sorry. This whole tank installation has got me on edge,” Chief Sabine admitted, slightly chagrined at his outburst.

      “Perfectly fine, Chief. It’s your crew, you run them as you see fit. I would rather see a safe and efficient ship with a crew that knew the score, than a ship with sloppy enlisted that didn't give a damn,” Grimms said, watching the woman as she worked to clear the area to her boss’s liking. “You were saying that the design elements of this ship are a little off. What do you mean by that?”

      The chief turned and indicated that Grimms and Baxter should continue out the door and complete the tour. “Well, sir, it’s nothing I would call damning evidence, but you know how those pointy-eared bastards—no offense intended—are taller on average than humans? Well, that would lead me to believe that the ships would be set up and built with that in mind. If you go on an Elif ship, it’s just like you would think it would be: the door pads are an inch or two higher than we would put them; the beds are just a few inches longer than our own. The ceilings are, again, just slightly higher than our own. If it was just one ship, I would say it was a design choice, but it’s all their ships. All of them except the ships they are giving the humans.”

      Grimms rubbed his chin thoughtfully as they stepped out into the hall, the white lights reflecting off the matte white walls. The panels were open, with people working on wiring or other components in small clusters.

      Waiting to pass a group of mixed human and Elif workers so as not to be overheard, Grimms thought over the implications of what the Chief was saying.

      “Are you telling me that these ships were designed specifically for humans? I guess that would make sense, in a way; they did come to us and ask for help. It stands to reason they knew about us years in advance of first contact,” he said, eyeing the chief, trying to see where he was going in the conversation.

      The chief nodded. “Yes, I think the ships were designed for us, but I don't know that the Elif are the ones who did the designing. There are too many small things added here and there that seem natural to the design that an Elif just wouldn't think of.” He indicated the door they were coming up on, and Grimms and Baxter veered through it.

      They entered a large cafeteria type space that was designed to be more like a food court. There were several places where differing styles of food were being prepared and distributed, and the seating area featured many small tables, instead of the long chow tables the Navy men were used to.

      The chief led the way to a built-in coffee bar along one of the walls. “This coffee station in particular was the, uh, kind of birthplace for this notion of mine.” He took a couple of mugs from a shelf and started pouring and distributing steaming black liquid to the other two men.

      “What about it? It’s a pretty standard coffee bar, if you ask me,” Sergeant Baxter said, taking a sip of the black brew and nodding in appreciation.

      “Exactly, Sergeant. It is a standard coffee bar,” the chief said, as if that was all the explanation needed.

      The other two men looked at each other to see if they had missed what the chief was getting at. When it was obvious they were not following, the chief continued.

      “They don't drink coffee. In fact, there is a bit of a famous video from when they got here, and tried it for the first time with all the heads of state. I remember it because the poor ambassador spit the stuff out all over the leader of Canada.”

      The Commander laughed at the chief’s retelling of the memory, but Sergeant Baxter had no idea what they were talking about, seeing as he was only two years old when the Elif first showed up.

      “Okay, so they don't like coffee. We do, and they know it. They put coffee stations on our ships to accommodate us. How does this show they didn't design the ships?” Grimms asked, sitting at a table.

      The other two men followed suit, and the chief thought how best to come at the question. “I suppose that, alone, it proves nothing. Yes, they could have modified the design before they began production, but if you remember, they started the first ship only a few weeks after they got here. I don't doubt they could have added the change before starting up the compilers, but when you start adding all the small tweaks together, it becomes less and less feasible that they could implement all those changes so quickly. This coffee bar alone would take considerable designing. You would have to reroute pipes and electrical to move anything that was previously taking up space in that wall; not to mention they would need to do so in dozens of places throughout the ship.”

      He paused to take a sip of coffee before continuing. “Our quarters are another quandary to me. The Elif are more of a societal group; they share living spaces, like they are part of a herd or something. Even the admiral shares his quarters with his top aides. Privacy is a foreign concept to them. But here on our ships, all the officers have their own quarters, and only the enlisted share quarters with one other. And don't even get me started on the training facilities. We have ground based training facilities aboard the ship—not huge, but the gym is quite large and well provisioned. Why would they include that kind of training setup in their designs before even meeting us, when they don't have them on their own ships?”

      Grimms nodded, but he knew the official line. “Supposedly, the Elif have been watching us for quite some time. We assume these things were added while they watched us, without us being aware they were there.”

      The chief shook his head. “I don't buy it, Commander. We have been watching our solar system for a good long while. The Elif have tech and magic that blows us out of the water, but we were still pretty good at observing our little corner of space. When the Elif arrived, we caught the light burst their warp shed when they entered our system. Granted, it was only an hour or so before they made orbit, but we did see them. Even if they used tiny probes, we still would have seen something. We know that if something works with magic, it must have a mage powering it; since they have a low presence of mages, they would have had to have a piece of tech watching us, and that means it would produce heat or radio or Gamma or x-rays, or something. They wouldn’t be able to rely on passive sensors to gather all the detailed info needed to make these kinds of changes to the ships designs. We would have had a clue it was here, but we had nothing.” The chief raised his eyebrows in a conspiratorial way. “All I’m saying is that something isn’t adding up. These ships are too perfectly designed for humans.”

      Grimms happened to agree with Chief Sabine, but couldn’t really put a finger on why that bothered him so much. In the end, however, he reckoned it didn't really matter why the ships were so well made for them, as long as he would be able to use them to the best of his ability.

      He raised his mug to the chief. “Something to think about. How about we take a look at the rest of the ship?”
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      Cora had gone to pick up some Chinese food for them, and to stop at a pet store for food bowls and a litter box along the way, leaving Sara alone in their dorm with “the cat thing” and the problem he had brought with him.

      Sara felt naked without magic. It was odd for her to think about just how much she relied on its comforting buzz in the back of her mind. She didn't use it in everyday life, like some mages she knew, but she did use it for defense. Not having it made her feel like she was walking through a hall of knives without any protection. The idea was a little crazy when she thought about it; she was on a thoroughly protected campus.

      The problem would come when they were assigned to a ship in a few days, when she wouldn’t be able to perform even a small force spell. She would need her powers to run a whole starship, and if she couldn't tap into them, then both she and Cora would be tossed out.

      Once Cora returned from her errands, they enjoyed a quick dinner while going over the text they had used to build the spell. Alister was curled in Sara’s lap, being no help to her whatsoever. Cora finally gave in after a few hours and started for her bedroom, but halfway there she came back.

      She kneeled behind Sara, who was sitting on the floor, and wrapped her arms around her sister.

      “Sara, you know I love you more than anything, right?” Cora said quietly.

      Sara reached up and squeezed Cora’s arm around her neck. “I do. And I love you too. Why?”

      “You did really well in the final. I don’t think I said that after.”

      “Um, thanks,” Sara said, knowing there was more.

      “You need to figure this out,” Cora said, waving a hand at Alister. “I know you will eventually, but I really need you to try and make it sooner rather than later.”

      “I’m trying. I really am.”

      Cora nuzzled in and hugged Sara tight. “I know you are. I’m just really scared for you. For both of us. You really screwed up this time, Sara.”

      There it is. I knew it was coming, Sara thought with a sad smile.

      “Cora, I promise you, I will not let you down.”

      Cora didn’t say anything for a full minute, like she was letting Sara’s words sink in. Then she squeezed Sara tight and kissed the top of her head. “Goodnight, weirdo.”

      She stood and walked to her bedroom.

      Sara watched her close the door, wondering if she really had screwed it all up for good this time. She went back to the text and read the whole passage again, but she was distracted by Cora’s disappointment and was unable to concentrate. She dropped the tablet on the coffee table and put her face in her hands.

      “This is getting me nowhere. Fucking hell, Alister. You’re no help at all. I thought I was supposed to be more powerful with you, not completely helpless,” Sara whined.

      Alister came awake with a start and immediately stood on his toes and stretched. He jumped onto the table and nosed open the container of Kung Pao.

      “How can you still be hungry?” she asked, as he dragged a piece of chicken from the paper container.

      Alister shook his head as he took a bite of cold chicken. “Merow.”

      Sara growled with frustration. “If we can't make this work, we are all screwed. We’re going to be assigned to a ship tomorrow afternoon, and if I can't power that ship when we get there, then we are out. Like, completely out. I don't think you grasp just how screwed we would be. They would take me in to study why I can't cast all of a sudden, and that would lead to you. Do you want to be poked and prodded in a little cage for the rest of your life?”

      “Merp,” he said, shaking his head. His ability to understand her had taken some getting used to, but now she was just frustrated they couldn't communicate better.

      Sara looked at him. “Too fucking right, it would suck.” She rested her face in her hand. “We need to get this working. I need to be able to cast if we are going to control a starship,” she growled.

      Alister flicked an ear, his large yellow eyes unblinking.

      “This is a big deal. We’re the first class to graduate after the first fleet was completed last year. Ours will be the first ship of the second fleet, and we need to make a good impression. Being a captain has been Cora's dream for as long as I can remember. If we can't get this magic thing figured out – and I mean quick – then I don't know what she will do.”

      Alister nodded, then ate another piece of chicken.

      “How can you eat that? It has got to be spicy as hell. Cora likes her mouth to burn for days after eating Chinese for some strange reason.”

      Alister shrugged. “Merow,” he said, licking his lips.

      “Well, it’s all yours buddy. You and Cora can fight over the spicy,” Sara said, making a face at him.

      He continued to lick his lips.

      “Is there nothing you can do? I really need some help here…” She trailed off, hoping he would pick up the narrative.

      He cocked his head, thinking. “Merp,” he replied, squinting his face in a look of concentration. He sat like that for a few seconds before blowing out a breath, and looking to her expectantly.

      She cocked her head back and looked behind herself exaggeratedly, “Was that supposed to do something, or were you trying to poop on the table?”

      He gave her a sour look, licking at his overly spiced lips again.

      “Okay, okay. Sorry, but you did look like you were trying to poop. I take it you were trying to do something?”

      He nodded. “Merp.”

      “And it didn't work?”

      He nodded again. “Merp.”

      “Did I do the summoning wrong?” she asked, slightly horrified.

      Alister cocked his head and squinted a little.

      “Not exactly? So, I got most of it right?”

      He nodded. “Merp.”

      She wiped at her forehead, “Whew, at least I didn't fuck up too much. So, do I need to do more to finish?”

      “Merp,” he nodded.

      “Will I be able to cast in the next,” she looked to the ceiling, doing some quick calculations, “three days?”

      Now it was Alister’s turn to look at the ceiling, “Merp?” he somehow made it a question.

      “Probably?” she hoped.

      “Merp,” he nodded.

      She sagged with relief, “Thank god. I was about to really freak out, man. Okay, so we’re waiting for some kind of connection to form? Like the spell needs time to mature?”

      He stood up excitedly. “Merp!”

      She smiled, “Good. Okay, now were getting somewhere. A few days. I can handle that,” she said, standing and clasping her hands over her head, she stretched till her fingers nearly touched the ceiling. She put the leftovers away and turned out the lights.

      “Goodnight, Alister. See you in the morning,” she said, looking around the empty living room. “Where did you go?”

      “Merow,” came the high-pitched voice from under her comforter.

      The little sneak had climbed into her bed when she wasn’t looking. She thought about throwing him out, but she felt comfortable with him close by.

      “I guess we should get used to being together all the time. It’s me and you, little guy,” she said, throwing the covers back and roughing up his head.

      He gave her a look like he couldn't believe she would do such a thing, but he curled back up and was asleep before she was even out of her clothes.
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      “I think it’s a time thing,” Sara said to her sister, seemingly out of nowhere.

      Cora looked around for some context, but found nothing, “Uh, what?”

      “Mine and Alister's magic,” Sara explained. “I think it’s a time thing. We were talking last night, and I figured out that the spell needs time to attune to the two of us, our connection or something. Alister made it pretty clear we should be good in a day or two,” Sara said, not looking at Cora, but taking in the manicured trees and lawn as they walked. They had spent the morning at graduation, listening to speeches from the administration, and then the early afternoon at the reception. Alister had hitched a ride in Sara's purse, hiding from the rest of the graduates and coming out only to steal bites from the table when no one was looking.

      “A day or two? Sara, we’re headed to the Commander’s office right now to, hopefully, get our assignment. You will need your powers later today if you’re the controller, tomorrow at the latest. I don't know that we have a day or two,” she said, pulling at Sara's arm.

      The emails with the graduates’ assignments had come during the reception; unlike the rest of the graduates, their emails only said to meet the Academy Commander in his office.

      Sara turned to her. “Let’s just see what the Commander has to say. Maybe we will have a little time. It will be fine. Trust me.”

      “We don’t even know if we have a ship. The email said nothing about an assignment.” Cora looped her arm through her twin’s as they continued toward the administration building, her attitude bordering on morose.

      They made it to the Commander’s office with five minutes to spare, and took a seat in the waiting area. The secretary was not at her desk, probably enjoying the day off for graduation.

      After a few minutes, Cora broke the silence. “I wonder if we should knock on the door? How is he supposed to know we’re here?”

      Sara shrugged and got up, crossed the small waiting area, and rapped quickly on the frosted glass window in the door.

      “Enter,” a deep voice said distractedly.

      Sara motioned for Cora to join her and opened the door, making sure Alister was hidden in her bag.

      The office, sparsely decorated in military tradition, was quiet, and Commander Gregson was seated behind a large, wooden desk. He was an older gentleman, probably in his mid-sixties, but still in fine shape. He looked up from the tablet he was working on and gave the women a smile that Sara was sure had melted hearts back in the day.

      “Captains, please, have a seat.” He indicated the two chairs in front of his desk.

      “Thank you, Commander,” Sara said, feeling a swell of pride at being called by her new rank. “What can we do for you, sir?”

      The commander leaned back in his chair and folded his hands together over his stomach. “To tell the truth, I’m not exactly sure what this meeting is about. We’re still waiting on one more.”

      Cora cleared her throat. “I suppose we are a little early.”

      The commander shook his head. “You’re fine. I prefer people to be a few minutes early. How was the ceremony? I had to step out after my introductions,” he said, effortlessly making small talk.

      “It was wonderful. The speakers were engaging without being long-winded. A nice change from our university graduation,” Sara said, looking to Cora with a smile.

      Cora nodded, “Yes, a famous reporter spoke then, and I think it was a two-hour speech. People started leaving because it was unbearably hot, and the ceremony was taking so long. This was a nice change.”

      Gregson smiled, “I’m glad we kept everyone’s attention without overstaying our welcome. Plus, today’s weather was—” He was interrupted by a knock on the door, and he told the newcomer to enter.

      The door opened, and in stepped an Elif officer. He was a lieutenant, by his stripes, but he had the air of a scientist more than an officer. He was slightly stooped and looked uncomfortable in his dress whites.

      “Hello, I’m Lieutenant Commander Hilf. You must be Commander Gregson,” he said, holding out a hand for a shake. “And you must be Captain Sonders.” He extended a hand to Cora, then Sara.

      It was always odd to Sara how the Elif treated every set of twins as one person. Though she was encouraged again at the title of ‘captain’.

      After introductions, he pulled over a third chair and unceremoniously plopped down into it. He pulled a tablet from his shoulder bag and without further comment, began pulling up images and files.

      After a few minutes of uncomfortable silence, he looked up at the three others in the room and began. “I assume you two have received your orders?”

      “Actually, Sir, we only received an email telling us to meet here in the Commander’s office,” Cora said, sounding hopeful.

      Commander Gregson cleared his throat. “I apologize, Captains. My secretary must not have thought of how that would look to you two. You have been assigned to a ship called the UHS Raven.”

      Cora snatched Sara’s hand, which had been laying in Sara’s lap, and gave it a squeeze of excitement while keeping her face calm. “That is wonderful, Commander. Thank you.”

      Sara knew Cora wanted nothing more than to scream with excitement, but also knew she would never do such a thing in front of her commanding officer.  Sara gave her sister’s hand a tight squeeze in return and threw her a smile.

      Cora had been thinking they had failed the final, but Sara knew better. At least she kept telling herself she had known better.

      “This is a contract for service. It is a little different than the standard contract, and if you decline the offer, you will be assigned to another ship, no harm done. After reviewing your final exam from the recordings that were sent to me, I think you may be the captain we are looking for,” Hilf said, and Sara guessed he would have pushed a pair of glasses up his nose, if he had been wearing any.

      Cora was reviewing the contract of service, so Sara took the lull in conversation to clarify why they needed a new contract.

      “What’s so different about UHS Raven that we would need a new contract?” Sara asked as politely as she could, while her nerves rattled at her lack of magical abilities.

      The Elif officer’s face lit up with excitement, “The Raven is the first ship to utilize the new controller tank setup. It’s an old design that we are eager to implement, now that the first fleet is ready and patrolling the Sol system. It integrates the controller completely with the ship, to the point that the controller becomes the ship, in a way.”

      “Are you saying that the controller is a permanent fixture in the ship, and not just utilized in battle and warp duty? But no one can be on all the time. When would you sleep?” Sara asked, her brows knitting in concern.

      “That’s the beauty of the tank system. There is no need to come out of the tank. All your nutrients will be provided, and REM cycles are induced, cutting sleep time to short bursts. Your subconscious would maintain any spellforms during REM cycles. The benefits of the system are undeniable; response times are cut down to the speed of thought, and situational awareness is enhanced exponentially. The controller would not feel as though they are cut off from the people on the ship, so much as they would experience everything on the ship. The amplifiers are able to produce fivefold the power output of traditional setups.”

      Sara had her doubts that the controller wouldn't feel isolated from everyone if they spent all their time in a tank. “It sounds rather lonely. Have the tanks been tested long-term? Are there any drawbacks to the system?”

      “The tanks have been thoroughly tested, I can assure you. We Elif would use the system ourselves, but we cannot make the system work for our physiology. Otherwise we would not have needed to come to Earth and ask for your help. Trust me when I say the system is the most advanced in the galaxy.” He beamed with pride at that proclamation, as if he had invented the system himself.

      Cora looked up from the tablet. “It says here that the term of service is only two years, then we would have the option to re-up at that time, or retire. That seems a little short. Standard service from the academy is eight years.”

      The lieutenant squirmed uncomfortably at that for a moment before answering. “The Raven is what you would call a ‘special operation vehicle’. It is designed to operate on its own with minimal support for long periods. While the tank system has been thoroughly tested, we are still worried that it would wear on the user too much in actual operation. This ship is our real-world test, so to speak. The shortened term reflects the heightened nature of the danger the crew and controller would face. Think of it as hazard pay on steroids, if you like. If you decide to re-up, the term would be for another two years, with the same conditions at the end of that term.”

      “What if we go in, and our psyches can't take the stress? Are we just stuck there for two years?” Sara asked, concerned how she was going to pull this off with Alister. He couldn't very well go in the tank with her.

      “Obviously, in that case, you would be pulled out immediately and reassigned to another ship. There are several coming out of the yards in the next month,” Commander Gregson said, looking at the Elif with a face that said he would not let his recruits be harmed.

      The Elif smiled and nodded. “As the commander says. There is very little risk to you, beyond the danger the nature of the solo operations would entail. If I may, this is an extraordinary opportunity for the both of you. Your records and performance evaluations have been thoroughly studied, but our final decision to choose the two of you came when your final exam footage was reviewed.” He smiled and leaned back to appraise them. “Did you know, of all the students to take that particular exam, you were the only examinees who actually destroyed the Teifen carrier? Most of the captains in service right now either ran long enough for support to arrive, or were destroyed themselves. It’s a very hard test; one would say it’s nearly impossible to actually destroy a carrier with nothing more than a corvette.”

      Sara blushed at the compliment. “We were really the first to defeat the enemy on our own?”

      Commander Gregson barked a laugh. “Captain Sonders, you two are some of the most accomplished students I’ve ever had at this academy. I would have been surprised if you didn't do something extraordinary in your exam.”

      “The commander is right. You two are exceptional. That stunt you pulled is exactly the kind of thing we need when it comes to the Raven.”

      Sara looked to Cora, who gave her a nod. She was in.

      Shit.

      “Sir, this sounds like an excellent opportunity. We would love to take you up on the offer. Where do we sign?” Sara said, hoping to god they would have a few days to figure out the magic glitch she was experiencing.

      The Lieutenant smiled broadly and reached over to point at the bottom of the tablet. “Cora Sonders will sign here, and Sara Sonders, here.”

      It took Sara a moment to realize he didn't know which of them was which, and it made her want to giggle. She took the tablet and signed where he had pointed for her, then passed the tablet to Cora. Cora, instead of just signing, read the fine print beneath.

      “Excuse me, Sir, but it says here that I will be the controller and Sara will be acting captain. We were under the impression that I would be captain, and she would be controller.”

      “We are aware that that was the understanding, but in light of the final exam, and Sara's deep knowledge of tactics—along with your own knowledge of spell theory—we decided it would be a better fit to reverse the roles. There will be a need for much more inventiveness than flying in formation and using the standard spells. Do you still want to participate? Obviously, both of you must agree, if the Raven is to be yours.”

      Cora took a beat, not even looking at Sara, and signed her name.

      Sara opened her mouth to protest, but Cora shook her head. “They’re right. You’re the best choice to take the lead on this one. Maybe I’ll take the next.”

      Sara appreciated the words, but she caught her sister’s crestfallen smile.
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      They boarded the shuttle the next morning. The trip up to the shipyard in orbit had taken half an hour, and they were on final approach to their new ship.

      “She’s bigger than Hilf made her sound,” Cora commented as they took in UHS Raven.

      “Not in comparison to that behemoth,” Sara said, pointing to the cruiser next to the Raven. “I hear they are starting construction on a capital ship this year. It’s supposed to be five kilometers long and need over a hundred mages to power it.”

      Alister pressed his furry head to the window and watched the cruiser disappear below them.

      The Raven was different than anything they had ever seen. True, it was built on a Corvette frame, but the heavy modifications made the relatively small ship look dangerous. There were gun ports sprouting from bulbous sections all across the hull, and two Aether cannons protruded from side by side turrets, allowing them to be aimed independent of one another.

      The hull itself was matte black, unlike the silvery gray of the other ships in the fleet. The coating, according to the report they had both read the night before, was a kind of Aetherically sensitive material that would give Cora greater insight with her scans.

      “It looks formidable,” Cora said.

      “It looks sexy,” Sara said, and meant it. She felt a flutter in her stomach as the sight of the ship made the reality of their commission more real.

      “Sexy and fast. The thin profile looks like it could cut through atmosphere if it needed to.”

      “The ship is rated for atmospheric flight if need be, but the three dropships should keep you in space. Though seeing that thing screaming down from orbit would make even the toughest Teifen soil themselves, I suspect,” Sara chuckled.

      “Let’s hope this tank system is all they say it is. I want to do a beautiful piece of machinery like that justice,” Cora told her.

      Sara rubbed Cora's back in a familial way, “You’re going to do great.”

      “It’s not me I’m worried about,” Cora said, flicking a glance at Alister.

      Sara reddened a little. She and Alister had practiced all through the night; at least, Sara had tried to practice. Alister just sat there, looking at her like she was crazy, until he gave up and fell asleep.

      “I’m getting better,” Sara lied.

      Alister gave her a stern look that didn't escape Cora’s notice.

      “ ‘Better’ is not good enough. You can't put our people in danger out of pride.”

      “It’ll be fine. I can feel it. Alister made it clear that it would take a few days, and it’s only been two. I’ll let you know if it’s not happening.”

      Cora didn't say anything, and Sara didn't want to keep this line of talk going, so she shut up and watched out the window until they were bumping up against Raven’s docking clamp.

      Alister had curled up on her lap and fallen asleep. Sara thanked the cat gods that he didn't throw her any more looks for Cora to pick up on.

      “Whose side are you on, you little shit?” Sara whispered to the small cat.

      Alister flicked an ear in reply.
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      The shuttle airlock opened to an older man in dress uniform who Sara recognized as Colonel Grimms.

      She had read his file on the shuttle ride up, trying to familiarize herself with her staff. He was an ex-SEAL in the American Navy, in the time before the arrival of the Elif.

      He snapped her a crisp salute, which she and Cora returned.

      “Permission to come aboard, Commander,” Sara said formally.

      “The ship is yours, Captain Sonders,” he finished the tradition.

      Sara reached out and shook his hand as she stepped into the white corridor, “Pleasure to meet you, Commander Grimms. I am sorry we did not have a chance to meet earlier, but forty-eight hours ago, we had no idea we would be here. This is my sister, Captain Cora Sonders. She will be working as our controller.”

      Grimms took Cora's hand. “A pleasure, Captain. I, too, regret not being able to meet earlier, but it seems the United Human Fleet already has a mission for us. The orders just came in twenty minutes ago, and I’ve sent the details to your tablet. As soon as the ship is buttoned up this evening, we are to make way,” he said.

      “So soon? I thought we would have a day or two at the least,” Sara said with trepidation. This was moving too fast. She had gotten a taste of her ability back, but a taste would not shield them from weapons fire.

      Commander Grimms turned and motioned for them to walk with him. “That was the plan, but it seems an Elif research colony has spotted a Teifen scout in the area, and they are worried that they will be attacked. We’re to move into orbit and guard the planet until the Elif can evacuate to the Raven.”

      Sara was surprised she didn’t see anyone working, preparing the ship for its maiden voyage, as she walked down the corridor. “Commander, where is everyone?”

      Grimms looked to see if Sara was joking. “They are in the docking bay, Sir.” When that didn't garner a response other than knitted eyebrows, he clarified, “They are waiting for words and introductions from you.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry, Commander. My mind has been a little frazzled from the quick pace of our move. Please, lead the way.”

      Cora gave her a ‘you knew this was coming’ look, and all Sara could do was shrug. She had known, but had not thought about what to say to her first command. She started making notes in her head as they walked.

      “It’s fine, I understand the last few days have been hectic for you. It has for the crew, as well. We’ve been pushing hard to be ready to quickly make way. I’m sure the crew will be excited to hear what you have to say,” Grimms said, coming to a large double door. He handed Sara and Cora each an earpiece, showing them how to put them in. “These are your onboard comms and will allow us to amplify your voices. I’ll announce you, then please come in and say a few words.”

      “Thank you, Commander,” Cora said as she wiggled the earpiece into place.

      The Commander walked through the doors as they slid open at his approach, then they closed behind him.

      They heard his words to the assembled crew in their earpieces.

      “Attention! Ladies and gentlemen, you have worked hard to prepare this ship for her captain and our impending mission. The final two pieces of this great warship are now onboard and eager to meet you all. Ladies and gentlemen, I present Captains Cora Sonders and Sara Sonders.”

      Sara gave Cora’s hand a squeeze then walked up to the doors. As they slid open, she could see a raised platform where Commander Grimms stood at attention, holding a salute. She walked up the few steps to the platform, closely followed by Cora.

      The bay was large enough that the entire crew along with the three large dropships could fit with some room to spare. The door to the bay was open, a shimmering energy shield keeping the atmosphere in, and looked out on a view of the shipyard spreading out like a metallic lily pad in the ocean of space.

      The assembled crew stood in rank and file. She knew there were nearly twelve hundred Marines and crew aboard ship, but seeing them all at once was a sharp reminder of her responsibilities. Every one of them held a rigid salute.

      Looking over the assembled crew, Sara felt a stab of fear that she was making a huge mistake; she pushed that fear down into a little box labeled ‘too late now’ and put a smile on her face. She knew these people were putting their lives in her hands, and she was determined to do her best for them.

      She and Cora snapped to attention, executing sharp salutes in return.

      “At ease,” Sara said, taking the initiative and stepping up to the podium in the center of the platform.

      Everyone stood at parade rest, awaiting her words. She looked over the crowd. Every eye was on her, every attendee no doubt wondering how a tall, thin, twenty-six-year-old, neon-red-haired woman achieved the exalted rank of captain. Then they looked to Cora, her identical twin standing a step behind her, and they knew the answer.

      They were not just some young women; they were twin mages. By definition, powerful mages. Sara was determined to let her new crew know that she and Cora had earned their rank, and would work hard to make the Raven the best ship in the fleet. A twin set was needed to make a warship something more than hundreds of tons of metal. Their presence would elevate this hunk of steel and plastic into a warship unlike anything humanity had ever seen before.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you all. My name is Captain Sara Sonders. I apologize that we have not had the time to learn all your names just yet, but be assured, Cora and I will endeavor to do just that. We are honored to serve with you, and we would like you all to know that we appreciate every one of you, and the efforts you have already put forward.

      “This ship is the most advanced in the fleet. So much so that we are tasked with a unique set of parameters. We are a lone operator, out in the abyss. We are a one-ship line in the proverbial sand. The enemy will cower in fear when our outline comes over the horizon. They will know that this ship is the best and is crewed by the best.

      “Know that my door is open. You have all been trusted to run and maintain this ship, and that means I value your input. If you have concerns, come to me or send me a message. We are a relatively small crew and will be working closely together for long periods. I am your ally, and will do everything in my power to see you all home.”

      Sara began to take a step back when something occurred to her. She stepped up to the podium once more and opened her shoulder bag, motioning for Alister to jump up on her shoulder. He gave her a disapproving look, but she was insistent, and he finally relented and jumped from the bag to her shoulder.

      Some of the crew let out gasps at the black form shooting from the bag.

      “This is Alister. He is my…” She hesitated then continued, “Pet, and will be granted full access to the ship. He will be wherever I am; don’t be surprised if you happen across him in a corridor.”

      She stepped back to let Cora take the podium, as the crew applauded and murmured about the cat.

      They quieted, and Cora began her speech. “I am Captain Cora Sonders, your new controller. This ship is set up a little different than all the others, as I’m sure you have all become aware of. I will be interred in a tank that will provide me with an unparalleled connection to the Aether. Because of this semi-permanent arrangement, I will have many of you taking care of me personally as I take care of you. I want to thank those who will be my caretakers in advance. I am sure we will have many conversations in our time together.

      “This is a new venture, and one that I must say has me excited for the possibilities. I will do my utmost to protect you all in my time as the heart of this ship.”

      She stepped back, and the crowd once again applauded.

      Commander Grimms stepped forward. “You have all been given your orders. We ship out in eight hours. Dismissed!”

      The crew saluted in unison, then began to disperse through the many doors into other parts of the ship.

      Grimms turned to the two. “Captains, I realize you have just arrived, but we are scheduled for departure in just under eight hours. I’ve taken the liberty of having a meal prepared for the three of us in your quarters; I am told it will be your last meal together for some time, so I had the cook make something special. After dinner, we will make our way to the controller’s room. We need to get Captain Cora in the tank, and test her connections.”

      They walked from the hangar, Alister following close behind.

      Sara caught a glimpse of the remaining crew regarding her as they left. She was sure the looks they were giving her were not ones of confidence. Why did she have to fuck up her speech by introducing a pet?

      Rookie move, Sara.

      A rather large dark-skinned man with stark white hair caught her eye. He gave her a sympathetic smile and an easy salute just before the door slid closed behind her.
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      Grimms showed them to Sara's new quarters, and they ate a meal together in her small dinette, served by a slight female ensign by the name of Boon. Grimms went over the improvements the Raven possessed, relative to the other ships in the fleet, as they shared a bottle of a wine over their roast beef and steamed vegetables. It was information that the twins had already reviewed, in the day before they were shipped out, but it was good to hear what the commander thought was important.

      Eventually dinner ended, and it was time to get Cora into the tank. They were scheduled to depart in a little over six and a half hours, and extensive testing needed to be done before that time.

      Grimms handed Cora a box that contained her suit, and told the twins he would wait outside Sara’s quarters while Cora got ready.

      The door slid shut, and Sara looked to Cora, her eyes beginning to well with tears.

      Cora gave her a half smile. “It’s not like I won’t be able to talk with you. If the specifications for the tank are correct, I’ll know more about what’s happening with you than ever before.”

      Sara nodded. “I know, but you won’t be here in the room with me. It’s going to be lonely, without you snoring in the next room,” she said, giving a halfhearted smile of her own.

      “Alister will be with you. I’m sure you two will be fine.”

      Alister jumped up on the table and started sniffing at a piece of roast and batting at it with a tiny, black paw.

      “Yeah, we’ll be great,” Sara said sarcastically.

      Cora laughed at the cat. “Well, he may not be a stimulating conversationalist, but that’s what I’ll be here for.” She reached out and engulfed Sara in a long hug.

      Sara was going to be in trouble, without her sister there to pick up her slack; she was frightened that she would mess everything up for the both of them. She trusted Cora with her life, and the least she could do was give Cora the same reasons to trust her. She hugged her sister back hard, and quickly wiped a tear away before Cora could see it as they separated.

      Cora opened the box with the suit in it and stripped out of her clothes to pull the bodysuit on. It covered her from toe to neck. The silvery, skintight material was similar to spandex, with a metallic element to it.

      “What is that thing made of? Is it comfortable?” Sara asked, feeling the slick material between her fingers as Cora pulled it up the last few inches.

      “I’m not sure what it’s made of, but it sort of feels like tights. If I don't think about it, it doesn’t feel like I'm wearing anything. It’s actually really comfortable,” she said, rubbing her hands over her opposite arms, feeling the slick material.

      “Well, I must say you look pretty good in it. All those PTs really show in that thing. Do I look that good?”

      Sara laughed at the deadpan stare Cora gave her.

      “We look identical, you idiot. Of course you would look good in this,” Cora said, shouldering Sara affectionately. “Come on, we need to get this party started. We have a galaxy to transverse in a few hours, and I want to get acquainted with my new home.”

      Cora led the way out of the cabin with Sara close behind. Alister ran from the table and, in a single leap, landed on Sara’s shoulder, balancing himself as she jumped at the move.

      “Jeez, Alister, give a girl a heads-up next time.”

      Alister cocked his head and licked her cheek.

      “Ew, gross. Don't lick my face. I’ve seen you lick your butt with that tongue,” she said, wiping at the spot with the back of her hand. Alister just started purring.

      Cora laughed. “I still can't believe you conjured a cat-ish thing from nothing.”

      Sara smiled and nodded, “Did you ever hear that having a cat on a ship is good luck?”

      The look on Cora's face told her that she had not, but Grimms, who was waiting patiently along the wall of the corridor, came to her rescue. “That’s actually true. I think the British Navy started the tradition.”

      “Huh, the more you know,” Cora said, indicating that Grimms should lead the way.

      They made their way through the ship, the white corridors seeming slightly claustrophobic to Sara, though they were quite expansive, in reality. The ship felt large from the inside despite its relatively small stature, and it took them almost five minutes to reach their destination at their leisurely pace.

      The wide open engine room held two of the four fusion reactors that ran the ship’s systems, while the other two took up half of the docking bay, which had been converted for additional mechanicals when the ship was redesigned. The tank was between the humming reactors, with people running tests and diagnostics on the equipment around it.

      The tank itself was approximately four meters high with a diameter of two meters, and was filled with a clear liquid that shimmered blue on the edges. Several stations were set up around the tank’s base to monitor Cora and help with power distribution. A man and a woman, both in black and red coveralls, were at the two stations with their heads down, the man reading off a checklist to the female.

      “Oxygen?”

      “Levels green. Check,”

      “Temp?”

      “Check.”

      “Aether conductivity?”

      “I’m showing ninety seven percent,” she said, her southern drawl subtle but undeniable. “Well above the minimums.”

      “Reactor supplemental power?”

      “Running at one hundred percent, check.”

      The male technician turned to see the three standing to the side, and a big smile split his face as he approached, hand extended to Cora. “Captain Sonders, it’s wonderful to meet you. My name is Randal Teichek, and this is Caroline Green.” He indicated the blonde woman who looked up from her station and approached. “We will be your lead technicians while you’re in the tank. There is a smaller crew seeing to a few last-minute things, but one of us will be on to oversee you at all times. Well, almost all times, but we will be on call, day and night.”

      Cora shook the offered hand then took Green’s and shook hers as well. “It’s wonderful to meet you both. I guess we’re going to be spending quite a lot of time together.”

      The tall, black-haired man nodded and smiled along with the pleasantries. “That we will, Ma’am. Caroline and I here were pulled in from the private sector for this mission. My PhD is in mechanical engineering, and I have a second PhD in molecular biology. Dr. Green has her PhDs in Aetheric theory and bioengineering. You’ll be in good hands with us, seeing as we have all the bases covered for this project.”

      “You two are not in the Navy?” Sara asked, stepping forward to take each of their offered hands.

      “No, Ma’am,” Caroline said, shaking Sara’s hand. “The Elif recommended that the team have in-depth knowledge of the tank’s processes. The Navy decided they would err on the side of caution and go with academics. We have a two-year contract, and are technically ranked as Lieutenants for the duration, but we’re really just here for Captain Cora.”

      Sara nodded along with the blonde woman. “Well, I’m very glad they are taking my sister’s well-being so seriously. What can we expect from this new control system?”

      Teichek brightened up and dove in. “This system is remarkable. Absolutely remarkable. Everything that takes Aetheric power will flow through the tank and Captain Cora, giving her a level of control that no ship to date has ever seen. Even the Elif’s own ships don't use the system.” At the look of concern from Cora and Sara, he quickly explained, “The Elif are unable to utilize the system due to physiological effects. They are a very social group and cannot abide working on their own. But beyond that, the quality of their spellforms is too soft to properly utilize the tank. We humans can make our spellforms sharp and direct, while they are more fit to make spellforms that are round and slightly amorphous; the tank doesn’t seem to know what to do with those ambiguous spellforms.”

      Caroline broke in, this touching on her expertise. “You will need to make your spellforms more like orders. They need to be precise and direct, or the tank system will try and draw power for effects that you don't want. For example, if you were to round your edges too much when firing the Aether cannon, the tank would take the rounded edges to mean you want to soften the blow, and therefore it will take far more of your Aether to accomplish the feat. Unlike the Teifen and Elif, humans have the ability to form either sharp or round spells. This gives us a huge advantage, now that we have the tank system.”

      Cora nodded, “I read the provided manual and have been practicing with the spellforms. I focused on theory in the academy, so I know what you’re talking about when you say I need to make them like orders. How will the tank affect my Aether well? I feel like I will run out rather quickly. I wouldn't want to leave the ship without weapons or propulsion.”

      Teichek fielded the question. “That’s what makes this system so much better than the current system. The controllers in the current system are supplemented with additional mages who pour their power into a form while the controller directs it. This takes power from the controller, who will eventually run out of Aether and cause the system to fail. The other mages can't step in to take their place because they are not of the twin set. When the twin set is broken, without the second ‘contact point’, the captain is then unable to perform any defensive magic. With this system, there are no other mages feeding Aether into the forms. This lowers the raw power available to the controller, but the tank connects them directly to the Aether, which continually fills their well. You will run out eventually with sustained use; however, the tank should keep up with the draw under normal operations with no problem. It would take a decent amount of time to drain your well, even in a battle.”

      Cora wore a half smile. “Good. My sister can be demanding in battle; I wouldn't want to run out of power,” she said, elbowing Sara in the ribs.

      Sara gave a chuckle. “Demanding, maybe, but I’m good.”

      Cora looked to her. “That you are, but be careful; the paint isn’t even dry yet. Let’s try and take it a little slower than usual.”

      Sara grabbed her sister up in a fierce hug. “I’ll be careful, but you let me know the second it becomes too much. You can be stubborn too, you know.”

      Cora patted her on the back. “I will. Don't worry, I’ll be right here whenever you need to talk.” She pulled back and gave Sara a kiss on the cheek. Then turning to the technicians, she said, “I’m ready. What do I do?”

      Caroline and Teichek turned to their monitoring stations and began flipping a few switches. Soon there was a hiss, as the top of the tank split open, allowing both sides to fold up, and a semi-clear liquid was revealed, the surface as still as a reflecting pool.

      “This is where it’s going to get a little weird for you, Captain. If you just take those steps to the left, you’ll find a platform that you can use to lower yourself into the focusing liquid,” Caroline said, indicating the metal stairs.

      Cora gave Sara's hand a last squeeze and climbed the stairs to the top. She sat on the edge of the tank and slowly lowered her bare feet into the solution. Sara could see Cora’s legs through the glass, the refraction of the light making them look like they were detached from the rest of her body.

      “Now you will need to lower yourself in until you are completely submerged. The hard part is that you will need to take the solution into your lungs. It is a highly oxygenated fluid, and you will be able to breathe it—however, your instincts will fight against the initial act of inhaling. The fluid is thinner than water, but it will take a little more work to take it in. The process will become easier, though. I know this is a big step, but you’re just going to have to trust me,” Caroline said, a look of compassion on her face.

      Cora took a few breaths and stared into the fluid, working herself up to literally take the plunge. After a few seconds of indecision, Sara saw the resolution lock onto her sibling’s face, and Cora pushed herself from the ledge.

      There was a splash as her body submerged, and everyone could see her floating in the middle of the tank. She was still holding her breath, her features washed out and almost gray as the fluid filtered out the light. She and Sara made eye contact, and Sara mimicked breathing in deeply. Cora flipped her the bird, and closed her eyes. Sara began to sweat with nervousness at her sister’s plight, and she wrung her hands; she could even feel Alister's claws dig into her shoulder as the cat watched Cora intently.

      “Come on, Cora,” she said quietly in encouragement. “Come on, breathe.”

      “You need to breathe, Captain. I know your instincts are telling you not to, but trust me, it will be fine,” Caroline said into a microphone at her station.

      Cora nodded without opening her eyes, but she held onto her last breath with a stubbornness Sara was far too familiar with.

      Just when Sara was sure Cora would push out of the liquid to take a breath of air, she opened her eyes again and looked directly at Sara.

      They held each other’s gaze, and in that moment, Sara understood how much her sister was counting on her to be ready and able to command this ship. She could see the demand that she do better, and at the same time, Cora’s worry that she couldn’t. And deep in the back of that gaze, Sara also saw Cora’s disappointment, waiting for the opportunity to rear its ugly head.

      Then Cora opened her mouth.

      A rush of bubbles floated to the top of the tank as she breathed out. Her eyes widening, she sucked in a lungful of the fluid, and immediately began to cough.

      Alister's nails bit even harder into Sara's shoulder, but she hardly noticed.

      “Don’t worry, she needs to get the rest of the air from her lungs. It’ll take a few seconds for it all to escape,” Caroline said to assuage Sara's obvious concern.

      After a few seconds of coughing and some thrashing, the bubbles stopped, and Cora seemed to settle down. Sara was sure her twin would be crying from the coughing fit, if not for the fact she was underwater. Or whatever it was she was under.

      A look of wonder came over Cora's face as she breathed the fluid in and out. She smiled and gave the room a thumbs-up. Sara laughed out loud at that and ruffled Alister's head as he calmed down.

      The tank suspended Cora's body in the center, her hair fanned out around her head. She calmed further and took a more relaxed posture.

      “Very good, Captain. We’re going to bring the connections online now. You’re going to feel a bit of a rush, and then your senses are going to be transferred to the ship. This will be a little disorienting as you become accustomed to your new surroundings, but I’m told the sensation passes quickly,” Teichek said.

      Cora gave another thumbs-up, then closed her eyes and waited.

      “Bringing on the sensor connection now,” Teichek said, pressing a button.

      Cora spasmed, then settled into a completely limp posture. Caroline looked at her readout and nodded to Teichek, who spoke into the air, “Captain Cora, can you hear me?”

      “Yes, I can hear you,” a voice said from the speakers. It was similar to Cora's, but sounded slightly off, almost as if it was a representation of what she thought she sounded like, versus what other people heard.

      “Excellent,” Teichek proclaimed. “We are going to have to bring the systems online one at a time, but you should be able to adapt very quickly.”

      “Alright, let’s get this show on the road,” Cora said through the speakers.

      Sara felt as if a chunk of herself had been taken and stored in a closet, locked away, and left calling to her.

      She knew this would be the most difficult part of the whole tour: the separation from her sister.
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      Sara was on the bridge with Commander Grimms an hour and a half later, going over the orders sent in that morning.

      Their review of options for engaging the Teifen was interrupted when the bridge doors opened. Sara noted the guard on duty snapped to attention at the newcomer.

      A tall, brown-haired Elif man in robes of office entered. He was not military, but he was obviously not a civilian, either. Grimms turned at the intrusion and stood a little straighter, then stepped forward to take the Elif’s hand.

      “Captain, let me introduce you to Ambassador Foss. Ambassador Foss, this is Captain Sara Sonders. The Ambassador is here to report on the new controller system and how we implement the changes. He will also act as our direct liaison with the Admiralty,” Grimms said, standing between the two as they shook hands.

      “A pleasure, Ambassador.”

      “Likewise, Captain. I hear good things about you. Your final exam was quite impressive—I am, however, hoping we don't need to go to those lengths on this particular mission,” Foss said, a genuine smile on his face.

      Sara smiled back. “I hope not, Ambassador.”

      “Please, call me Foss. ‘Ambassador’ is such a mouthful. I am here at your disposal, if you need me, otherwise I will just be taking notes. Nothing to worry you, my notes are about the efficiency of the new systems, that is all. Please don't think of me as a watchdog.”

      “Wouldn't think of it, Foss. This is a new adventure for us all. Nothing like the tank system has ever been tried, and I for one am glad to have the opportunity to prove its efficacy.”

      Foss gave a knowing smile. “Yes. We, too, are eager to see what you and your sister can do with the tank system. The Elif Empire is counting on this trial to turn the tide of the war.

      “Has Captain Cora been able to integrate with the systems?” Foss asked, looking around the bridge, as if to see Cora there.

      “I have, Ambassador Foss. We will be able to get underway anytime. This system is wonderful, if not a little mentally taxing,” Cora said, seemingly from the Aether itself.

      Ambassador Foss’s thin eyebrows raised in surprise, and a smile split his young-looking face. “Captain Cora, it is a pleasure to meet you.”

      “I think this double Captain thing is going to get a little confusing; please, call me Cora,” she said, and Sara recognized the smile in her voice. She seemed to be thrilled with her position, and taking to it well.

      “Cora, please, you may call me Foss.”

      “Hello, Foss. I hope your time with us is a pleasant one. I see that we have the details of our first mission in the system. What can you tell us about this colony we are visiting?”

      Foss smiled and gestured to the holo display. “If you would, Ensign, please bring up the system map for Colony 348.”

      A young man with auburn hair and a freckled face began inputting commands to his station. After a moment, the display put up a 3D rendering of the system. There were twelve planets revolving around a large star that gave off a bluish light. The system revolved at an accelerated rate, and was obviously enhanced beyond scale for better viewing. The six of the seven outer planets were gas giants similar to the size of Jupiter, and the seventh was a brown dwarf giving off a small amount of light in its relatively weak fusion reaction. The inner planets were rocky, and two of them had visible water and weather systems. The furthest of these rocky planets was a reddish color, with poisonous gases that swirled amongst the clouds of their atmosphere.

      The target planet was Earth-like in composition, with fluffy white clouds swirling around it; though land masses were far more brown and the water was a yellowish color due to high mineral content in their shallow depths. The two suns in the system shone on the planet, even if the light of the brown dwarf was only slightly brighter than that of a full moon on Earth.

      Foss adjusted the view with the controls on the side of the display and zoomed in on the planet, rotating it until a particular spot, surrounded by a flashing green symbol, faced them. He then zoomed in further until a mountain range became visible on the boarder of a vast desert. The vegetation was very sparse, held to small clusters where there were visible bodies of water. In the center was the wreckage of an ancient ship, surrounded by dunes of sand for dozens of miles. The image became so clear that they were able to view a cluster of small buildings amongst the wreckage.

      Foss gestured at the discovery. “This is the research colony. Actually, ‘colony’ is too grand a word. It is more of a research outpost. There are just over two hundred scientists and soldiers on the ground, and a great many of them are only here part of the time. Regular transport ships come in to the planet and go out again to take findings back to the capital. They have found what they think is an intact core of a ship—something that has never been seen in all the time we have been exploring these old ruins, and it’s an incredibly valuable find. The researchers asked for assistance, after their passive sensors near this system’s Oort cloud picked up a Teifen ship nearby. They believe the ship took no notice of them, but they are worried that there might be a Teifen Raider on the way to the system. They want to extract the core and evacuate the base as soon as possible.”

      Cora spoke up before Sara could ask her questions, making Sara frown slightly at the breach in protocol. She was going to have to have a talk with her sister if they were going to make their reversed roles work. Alister’s fur bristled slightly at Sara's mood, making her raise an eyebrow in surprise. She hadn’t realized the familiar could feel her emotions. There was so much she didn't know about the little cat.

      “What is that ship? Is it an old Elif ship, or something else?” Cora asked the Ambassador.

      The Ambassador’s face flushed slightly, and he began blinking rapidly before answering, giving Sara the distinct impression that he was about to lie. “It is a ship from a long-dead race. Their ships are scattered across the galaxy and are a source of tech for both us and the Teifen. The race was wiped out tens of thousands of years ago, in a war that threatened the very existence of all sentient life.”

      The answer was rather bland and rehearsed to Sara's ears, adding to her belief that she had just been fed a line; a thought she filed away for later.

      The mission comes first.

      Sara pointed to a section of the ship that seemed to mostly be in one piece. “I’m assuming this section here is where the artifact is? The rest of this behemoth seems to be in ruins.”

      “Yes, this section contains the engine room of the ship. As of the last report I read, they had not been able to gain access. Believe it or not, that section still has power, and its automated defenses are still active. Our last report said the researchers were trying to cut in from the outside, but it seems like the construction was magical in nature, and is proving resistant to their attempts at using cutting torches. Our magic is not suited for delicate works of destruction—our spellforms resist destructive magic, unless it is used in an overwhelming fashion, like the Aether cannons,” Foss said, staring at the more or less complete section of ship.

      Sara started to say something, but her face flushed when Cora cut her off. “Are we being asked to help in the extraction, or is this just a babysitting mission?”

      “Babysitting? I suppose you could call it that. The Admiralty has asked that we do not interfere with the researchers’ work, just protect them in case they are attacked. We have been advised that the time in orbit should be used for drills and maneuvering practice. The Admiralty understands that you are still getting your feet wet with the tank system, if you will pardon the pun,” Foss said, smiling at his own joke.

      Cora started to say something, but this time, Sara cut her off with a flashing look toward the ceiling, in the hope her sister caught it through one of the many cameras. “We appreciate the Admiralty giving us an easy assignment to get us started. We have a lot of work to do before we want to engage the enemy head to head. I don't want my sister to be overwhelmed in an ill-timed encounter. All our lives depend on it.”

      Foss nodded with a serious face. “This is a good way to look at the situation. We don't want the jewel of the fleet to be damaged due to impulsive action on the part of her commanders.”

      Sara wasn’t sure if he was talking about her and Cora or the Admiralty when he said ‘commanders’, but she chose to think he was referring to the brass. “I think we are all glad for the opportunity to meld as a cohesive unit before seeing any action that could threaten our lives.” Sara held out her hand to the ambassador. “I thank you for honoring us with your presence on the ship for the duration.” The ambassador took her hand and shook it in the human tradition. “Now, if you don't mind, I think we should get underway, if there is nothing else?” she asked, trying to gently let him know they were done.

      Foss, ever the ambassador, took the cue. “Of course, Captain. If you need me, I will be in my quarters.”

      Sara took her seat in the captain’s chair as Foss made his exit. She took in the bridge and the people at their stations. The auburn-haired Ensign gave her a smile that she returned.

      “What is your name, Ensign?”

      He stood at his station and gave a crisp salute. “Ensign Connors, Ma’am.”

      She gave him a nod, “Ensign Connors, is this your first assignment?” she asked, leaning back in her chair.

      “Yes, Ma’am. I was top of my class at the Pacific Academy. I won’t let you down, ma’am,” he said, his voice cracking slightly on the last ‘Ma’am’.

      Sara gave him a smile as his face reddened. “I look forward to working with you, Ensign Connors. Will you start docking procedures and prepare us to leave the station?”

      He snapped another salute and said, “Yes, Ma’am,” then sat down and began to furiously work the controls on his station. He quietly began speaking with the control tower on the station as they set a course and gave their clearances.

      Grimms leaned in from where he was standing beside her. “Connors is new, but very good. I vetted him myself. One of the best natural pilots I’ve ever seen.”

      Sara nodded in appreciation, “I have a feeling we are going to be testing that ability, Commander.”

      Grimms gave her a sidelong glance, “Why do you say that?” he asked, eyebrow raised.

      Sara turned and gave a half smile to her second in command. “Because the ambassador isn’t telling us everything. I know why Cora and I are here; they needed us. We are damn good at spellcraft, and this ship is going to need our talents to keep it in the sky. I’m guessing that, just like Ensign Connors, every person on this ship is elite in one way or another. I’ve read most of their files, and so far, I’m right, but I noticed that every one of them is fresh out of an academy, and only recently assigned to this ship. If I had to guess, someone up top in the Elif chain of command put this ship out faster than they had planned.”

      Grimms kept his face placid as he took in her words. “Not everyone is fresh out of the academy. The troopers are hardened veterans, every one. If not hardened, then at the very least, they’ve seen enough combat not to flinch. The Aetheric rebellion was a dirty business when the Elif first arrived.”

      Sara rested her chin on her long fingers. “I was too young to see that firsthand, but I read the histories and saw the vids. It’s amazing what humans will do when faced with change. An alien race comes in good faith and offers humanity fucking magic powers, and what do they do? They start shooting. I will never understand that kind of thinking.”

      Grimms gave a half smile. “People are a lot of things, but deep down, most of them are just scared children who are forced to act like adults. Now that most people have been modified, or born with Aetheric sensitivity, it’s becoming less and less of an issue.”

      Sara gave him a smile. “I hope so, Commander. I have a feeling we are going to need to stand united when this war spills into our territory. I honestly don't know how we are going to face an enemy that has tens of thousands of years of experience under their belt. It makes me wonder if this wasn’t a mistake,” she said, her blue eyes flashing with worry.

      “Humanity being uplifted to the stars is not a mistake,” he said, taking in the forward view screen. The stars, shining brighter than any view from Earth could ever give, sparkled in his eyes. “We were meant to be out here, Captain. To see what the galaxy has to offer us. If war with an alien species is the price we must pay, then so be it. Maybe our primal nature can finally be used for something other than killing ourselves.”

      “Like killing someone else?” Sara asked dryly.

      Grimms chuckled at that. “If need be. It’s not like we haven’t had the practice,” he said, contemplating darker days of his own.

      Ensign Connors looked up from his console. “We are green for launch, and have clearance from the tower, Ma’am.”

      “Take us out, Ensign. Nice and slow,” Sara said, her face flushing with excitement.

      “Yes, Ma’am. Engaging gravitic drive.”

      The ship pulled away from the docking clamp with a slow, measured pace. They cleared the dock and swung out in a wide sweeping curve, the construction yard coming into view as they passed over it. The yard stretched out for kilometers in every direction, with the waning Earth looming large in the background, half in shadow.

      They picked up speed as the gravitic drive spooled up. Soon, the Earth passed from view as the dark expanse of space opened to them.

      “We are clear of the shipyard, and have been given the all clear for warp, Ma’am,” Ensign Connors said excitedly.

      Sara smiled at his enthusiasm. “Cora? Are you ready for your first actual warp?”

      There was a tinkling of joyous laughter. “Am I ever! This is incredible, Sara. I can see everything. I can feel the dust slipping past my hull. It’s exhilarating. I’m ready when you are, Captain.”

      The corner of Sara's lip curled up in amusement at her sister’s joy. “Then to quote my favorite old TV show, ‘Engage’.”

      The view of the starfield warped, making everything look squished down to a point, directly in the center of the screen. When the stars began to merge into one bright spot, the ship became quiet as the gravitic drive shut down. Then the spot began to expand once again, at an incredibly slow rate.

      “Warp engaged, Ma’am. We are estimated to arrive at Colony 348 in two days and twenty-one hours,” Ensign Connors reported, then he squinted at the numbers. “Ma’am, that can't be right. According to the charts, the colony is just under fifty light years from Earth. Even the Elif’s fastest ships would take a week to get there.” He had a look of confused wonder on his face.

      Cora laughed. “Welcome to the fastest ship in the galaxy, Ensign. To be honest, I took it rather easy for my first jump. I barley had to channel any Aether into the spellform at all. I feel like I could dump enough Aether into it to make this trip in a few hours.”
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      Sara was laying back on the small sofa in her quarters a few hours later, waiting for her dinner to be delivered. Alister jumped up onto her stomach and, after a few turns, snuggled down, his tail wrapped over his nose. The little stinker may be acting so cute she wanted to vomit, but she was still kicking herself for her recklessness in summoning him in the first place.

      She gave him a lazy pet and tried for the hundredth time to create a simple spellform in her mind, but the shape refused to resolve. She concentrated and did breathing exercises to clear her mind, but it was as if she no longer had the ability to envision the forms.

      After five minutes of mental struggle, she growled in frustration. Alister lifted his head to look at her with sleepy eyes, and growled along with her. She had to smile at that, and gave him a pat on the head.

      “It’s okay, little buddy. I know this isn’t your fault. This is just another example of me diving in headfirst when I should have tested the waters with a toe.”

      Alister seemed mollified by her answer, and laid his head back down without a care in the world. Sara rolled her eyes.

      “You’re in just as much trouble as I am if the shit hits the fan. You know that, right?” she quietly asked the apparently sleeping cat. He didn't even bat an ear at the comment. “I know you’re not sleeping. You just laid back down.”

      He flicked an ear as if to say, ‘Yes, yes, you caught me, but I really can't be bothered’.

      “You little shit,” she said with mock outrage, but she didn’t stop stroking his tiny head, falling deeply into her own thoughts.

      Sara picked Alister up after a few minutes and placed him on the couch beside her before getting up to pace the room. She knew she was going to have to tell Cora eventually—she may as well get it over with.

      Before she could get the courage, though, she decided she needed to clear her mind a little. She began her yoga routine. She was all the way to Bakasana, her knees tucked to her armpits, and her weight balancing on her hands, when she finally found the courage to let her sister know just how screwed they might be.

      “Hey, Nerd. You there?” Sara asked, on the next exhale.

      “You haven’t called me a nerd in a while.”

      “You haven’t made fun of me for working out, either,” Sara said, her voice slightly strained from the exertion of holding Bakasana.

      Cora was quiet long enough for Sara to wonder if Cora was still there.

      “Isn’t that pose called the Crane?” Cora asked.

      Sara lowered her legs one at a time until she was in Plank, then moved to the Lotus position. “Technically, it’s called the Bakasana.”

      “Who’s the nerd now?” Cora smirked.

      Sara had to smile; Cora had set her up perfectly.

      “Point to you, sis.” Sara unfolded and began pacing, “So, you know how I was worried that I wouldn't be up to the captain’s position?” she asked Cora.

      There was a pause, then Cora said, “Yes. But I thought you said your connection to the Aether was getting better.”

      Sara began nodding vigorously. “Yeah. Yeah, I did say that.” She took another couple of steps. “That may have been a little bit of a fib.”

      “How little?”

      “I can't make spellforms anymore,” Sara admitted in a rush.

      “You what?!”

      Cora's outburst made the sound crack from the speakers, and Sara cringed.

      “I was hoping it would be better by now. Alister said it would take a few days, but I just can’t keep the forms in my mind. I can feel the spellform, but my mind rebels every time. I figured it would just take a little practice, then I would be more powerful than ever.”

      “I can't believe this. Why didn't you tell me before I got into this tank? You said it was getting better.” Cora's voice was angry. Sara was familiar with that tone, and for the first time, she was glad her sister was not in the room with her.

      “I’m sorry, but I didn't tell you because I knew you would have told the Admiralty, and then we would have been stuck on Earth. We just got assigned to the most advanced ship in the fleet, it’s everything you’ve ever wanted. I didn't want to disappoint you. How could I have guessed we would be shipped out on our first mission hours after getting on board?” Sara mumbled the last part.

      There was a long silence as Cora contemplated Sara’s words. It dragged on long enough that Alister repositioned himself before falling back to sleep.

      “What the fuck are we going to do if we encounter an enemy warship? Are we just going to run away? Because I don't know if you remember this or not, but you're the one who shields us from weapons fire. If we do run, the admiralty is going to take this ship from us, and if we stay and fight, we will be vulnerable.”

      Sara hung her head. “I know, I was hoping to have the issue resolved before we got there.”

      “Sara, people could die. The crew of this ship is relying on us to keep them safe while we carry out our orders.” Cora's voice was cold and angry.

      “I’m sorry, Cora. I was trying to make things better.”

      “Well, look how that turned out,” Cora snapped, cutting Sara deeply. “You need to work very hard over the next three days to get those abilities back. Do everything you can think of. Meditate, work out, bang your head against the wall, I don't care. You have three days to show me that you can adequately defend this ship, or I’m reporting this back to command. We cannot risk the lives of the crew because you made a stupid choice.”

      Sara nodded, “You’re right. I’ll work hard. I promise.”

      She didn't hear anything more from Cora for the rest of the evening, and if she was honest with herself, she was a bit relieved.

      Half an hour later Ensign Boon brought her dinner. She ate in silence, drinking a glass of rather good wine with her chicken and vegetables. The whole meal had been printed in the galley, but the wine was real. She would have to find out whom she should thank for that.

      She eventually fell asleep sitting on the floor in a meditative pose, Alister curled in her lap, after failing to fully envision even the simplest of spellforms.
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      Sara jerked her head up from the floor the next morning to the sound of her alarm, with a string of drool wetting her cheek. She wiped away the saliva and could feel the waffling pattern of the carpet imprinted on her face. She groaned and dragged herself into the shower.

      She spent the next six hours in her captain’s chair, reviewing the night’s data and the defensive strategy she and Grimms had developed the day before. She only half paid attention to the documents, her mind wandering to her problem with spellforms.

      Alister had taken up a position on the back of her chair, cycling between sleeping and attentively watching the crew.

      Eventually, Grimms came to relieve her.

      Sara decided to eat lunch in the galley, hoping to connect with the crew while she had the chance. The problem was that she was the captain, and everyone treated her as such. Conversations died down once she walked in, and only slightly picked up again when they realized she was there to eat and not to check up on anyone. Sara could feel the tension in the quiet conversations around her, and she regretted her location choice.

      A large dark-skinned man in black fatigues slipped into the chair opposite her, seemingly from nowhere, wearing a muted smile on his face. He had a tray full of food, and two cups of coffee to wash it all down. Sara's eyes widened at how large he was; even dressed in the unflattering fatigues, she could see that he bulged with muscle. He had a handsome face framed by stark white hair that contrasted with his dark brown skin and was trimmed short to the scalp. He was far too young to have white hair from old age, so she reasoned he must be a mage with a peculiar physical trait, not unlike her and Cora's own Carnelian red hair.

      His large hand came at her, open for a shake. “I’m Sergeant Major Baxter. I lead the battalion under Colonel Grimms. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Captain Sonders,” he said formally, in direct contradiction to his easy manner and familiar handshake. The familiarity of the handshake reminded her where she had seen him before. He was the one who had given the smile and lazy salute after her speech.

      Sara was so glad that someone had actually come to sit with her that she was more than willing to overlook the slight breach in protocol. Not that she gave a damn about protocol in the first place, but she had known quite a few Marines at the academy, and they seemed to eat the stuff for breakfast.

      “A pleasure, Sergeant Major. How are the troops settling in to the new ship?” Sara asked as the Sergeant Major began digging into his meal.

      The sergeant began to answer her question, but stopped at the sight of intense, yellow eyes regarding him.

      Alister was peeking up over the edge of the table from where he sat on the bench beside Sara.

      Baxter smiled at the cat and offered him a sliver of chicken from the end of his fork. A black paw snaked out over the edge of the table and snatched the chicken before the animal disappeared completely.

      “Sorry, he’s a bit of a food hound,” Sara said, her cheeks reddening at Alister's blatant manipulations.

      “It’s fine. I had cats growing up, so I’m well aware of their tricks. I also know that if you want to be friends with a cat, you have to do it through their stomach.”

      Sara reached down to pet Alister's head while he pulled the chicken apart, one paw holding it down to give his teeth the best leverage. “He’s pretty new to me, and, unfortunately, I never had pets growing up. We’re together by accident, really.” Alister stopped eating and gave her a look like she had said something stupid. “Well, maybe not entirely by accident.”

      The sergeant ate a few more bites, waiting to see if Sara would continue. Right before the lull in conversation became awkward, he spoke up, saving her from blurting out something embarrassing just to fill the void.

      “To answer your earlier question, the men are getting on just fine. The practice room is quite advanced, so we are able to do things that would normally be impossible on Earth,” he said, then took another bite.

      Sara noted that his meal was disappearing at an alarming rate. “You may want to slow down there, Sergeant. You might choke.”

      He looked puzzled, and then understanding slowly came over him. “Oh, sorry. It’s an enlisted thing. If you get to sit down for a meal, you better eat it fast, because you could get called out in the middle of it.”

      Sara laughed lightly. “I think you have plenty of time. We are in a warp bubble, after all. It’s not like we could be boarded at any moment.”

      “True, but habits are habits, Ma’am,” he said before shoving another bite into his mouth.

      “So, what makes the practice room so advanced?”

      Baxter chewed and swallowed before answering. “Well, the gravity manipulators, for example. Most planets we visit are going to have different gravity than the one g we are used to. The Aether powered exosuits help with our ability to move in such gravities, but it can't help control how we react in them. So, we might suit up and then crank the gravity down to simulate working on a moon, or crank it up to simulate a heavy planet. Like I said, the suits do most of the heavy lifting, but you still feel the effects. Plus, things like aiming down a weapon or throwing projectiles change with gravity. I always thought it would take years to get men to adapt to different gravities, but the human body has surprised me once again. It seems like people can adapt in just hours, or even minutes.”

      Sara sipped on her own coffee while she thought about this. “Does casting change in different gravities?”

      She hoped to try it out to see if it might somehow kickstart her spellforms.

      Baxter nodded. “To a degree. It’s not that the spells change, but you have to get used to the odd feelings your body is going through in order to concentrate on the spellforms.” He finished off his coffee and gave her an appraising look. “Would you like to come down and practice with us? I’m guessing the captain would want to be able to perform her duties in any environment,” he said with a playful smile.

      That cheeky bastard. He’s hitting on me.

      She did like the idea of trying to cast in an odd environment, though, so she nodded. “That would be lovely, Sergeant Major. Are you free now?”

      His eyes widened, and he stammered. “Uh, yes, Ma’am. I could meet you down there anytime.”

      She smiled. “Great. I’ll just run to my room and change into my combat suit. See you in ten minutes.”

      Sara smiled to herself at the look the Sergeant Major got on his face before he jumped up and cleared his empty tray. She guessed he would be rushing down to the practice room to tell everyone to be on their best behavior.
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      Sara walked into the practice room. Though while calling it a ‘room’ was technically correct, doing so did the space an injustice. The Raven was not a large ship in comparison to, say, a cruiser; however, it was still on par with an aircraft carrier from Earth. The practice room was a towering, four-story enclosure that was easily fifty meters to a side.

      There was an open area in the center of the room set up with a holographic environment system that, when used in conjunction with the Aether suits providing haptic feedback, were just as real as actual environments. You could walk through the holograms, but the suit would stop participants with their onboard motors.

      The far end was set up as a live firing range with many types of low structures to shoot from and around. There was a weight room filled with Marines, all of whom wore the same skintight battlesuit Sara currently wore.

      Sergeant Major Baxter stood just inside the door, now wearing the same battlesuit as she. When he saw her enter, he stood at attention and proclaimed in a loud voice, “Captain on deck!”

      Everyone in the room stopped and stood to attention, snapping sharp salutes.

      Sara held her head high and addressed the soldiers. “Thank you, Sergeant Major. Ladies and gentlemen, at ease.” The room went to parade rest. “I’m just here for a workout, like the rest of you. Please, continue.” Everyone turned back to the task at hand, and soon the room was once again filled with the sounds of men and women working their bodies.

      Sara turned to the Sergeant. “You didn't have to do that. I don't want to put undue stress on the troops with my presence.”

      “I can understand that, Ma’am. But you are their commanding officer, and they need to know that you are present. Protocol. You know how it is.”

      Sara raised an eyebrow. “I do, unfortunately. So, show me where you and the other mages practice. I want to get a little work in.”

      Baxter indicated a far corner that was walled off. “The practice room for the mages is separated and shielded from magic by one of the participants. We wouldn't want a stray bolt of something accidentally taking out a bystander. If you want to practice in various gravities, I would suggest we step over to the equipment dispenser and have your suit pulled out.”

      Sara saw that there was a section of the wall with a dozen or more lockers where equipment was dispensed, along with benches and tables to outfit troopers. She gave a nod, and they headed that way.

      Alister came flying from the floor to land on her shoulder as they walked, making Baxter jump to the side in surprise, his hands up in a defensive gesture.

      “I thought you said you had cats growing up, Sergeant. A little thing like Alister got you all jumpy?” she said with a smile, as Alister rubbed his face on her head and purred loudly.

      Baxter gave a chuckle. “I had cats, but most cats don't go riding around on their owners’ shoulders. Most cats are lazy little fu—sorry, lazy little animals that only eat and poop. Occasionally, they will deign to sit on a lap so that the owner of the lap might be given the honor of petting them.”

      Alister gave the Sergeant a quizzical look and went back to rubbing his face on Sara's head, causing random strands of her hair to stick out in all directions.

      “Is that so? I guess I just thought this was normal. Like I said, I’ve never had a pet before.”

      Baxter walked to the dispenser and placed his thumb on a little pad beside a door set in the wall. The pad scanned his thumb then displayed his name over the reader, along with a list of all the equipment he was authorized to take. It appeared he had access to everything on the ship, which made sense—he was second in command of all the Marines.

      Grimms was the actual colonel in charge, but he left the responsibility to Baxter, seeing as Grimms was also the first mate of the Raven. The command structure became complicated when Earth’s forces combined into a space Navy.

      Baxter selected his Aether suit and waited the few seconds for it to be delivered. The light above the door turned green, and he pulled the locker open, revealing a matte black suit of armor that looked dangerous just sitting in its rack.

      “You can use another dispenser, Captain,” Baxter said indicating the dozen or more doors.

      Sara stepped over and pressed her thumb to a pad. She selected her suit and noted that even though she was the captain, she did not have access to nearly the amount of equipment as Baxter. She opened the door when the indicator turned green and took in her own suit.

      Each suit came in three sizes for either male or female: small, medium, and large. This was so that parts, or even whole suits could be exchanged on the battlefield, if one was damaged too badly.

      Her suit was a medium and painted with the matte black Aether sensitive material the Raven was coated with. She knew that as soon as it recognized her it would display her rank and name in the appropriate places.  It looked a bit like plate armor, but with smaller segments that overlapped one another like large scales. The helmet was solid matte black without a glass faceplate and made of the same material as the rest of the suit. When the suit was powered through a small spellform built into the helmet the wearer would be able to see through the faceplate as if there was not four centimeters of armor blocking their view.

      Baxter pressed his thumb to the forehead of his suit, and it hissed as sections opened like unhinging clams. He turned and stepped backward into the suit, which closed once he was inside. Blue light strips lit up along his torso and arms, indicating that he was channeling Aether into the suit’s spellform. The suit came to life, and he stepped out of the rack with an easy, natural grace. Sara noted that the suit looked even more dangerous in motion, and hoped she would never have to face down someone coming at her in one.

      As soon as Sara was nestled into her own suit, a tiny light in the faceplate revealed a small, intricate spellform, recessed into the padding in front of her eyes. She blinked a few times, readying herself. She focused on the spellform and reached for her well of Aether, and it responded to her touch, just like it always had. It seemed her problems were with the spellforms, and not her ability to channel Aether. That was a development, at least.

      The lit interior of the helmet disappeared and was replaced with a view of the outside world. She looked left and right, twisting her head inside the helmet, but there was no sign that anything stood between her and the busy practice room filled with marines. She held up her hand and took in the slim fitting glove of the suit, flexing her fingers a few times to get the feel for it.

      The Aether suits were wonderful inventions that the Elif had brought with them. They were an uncanny mix of tech and magic, simple enough for anyone even slightly sensitive to Aether to power. But unlike most magical devices, it kept the Aether in a closed system that would let the suit run for days on one charge. This left the wearer able to focus on other things besides the spellform that powered the suit.

      It was a piece of Aether tech that didn't come close to matching anything else the Elif had invented. It was as if they had been shown how to make the suits, but had no idea how to recreate the effects for other applications.

      Sara stepped out of the rack and noted that her movements were effortless. The suits supplemented muscle movements with a kind of artificial muscle built into the thin lining. This meant she could run for hours without feeling the strain.

      She took a few steps, then began to stretch in various poses, reacquainting herself with the feel of wearing the powered armor. Its flexibility was such that she could actually do most yoga poses without the plates getting in the way. The suit adapted and shifted as the wearer moved to provide maximum coverage, able to stretch and reorient as needed. The fact that such a flexible platform could stop small arms fire was amazing. The armor was not indestructible, however, and repeated hits from something like a rifle would eventually crack a plate.

      Alister jumped up onto her shoulder as they headed to the magical practice room.

      “Whoa, little buddy. You’re going to have to wait out here. There are all kinds of spells going off in there, and I don't want you to get hurt,” Sara said, craning her head to the side so she could look at the little black cat.

      Alister just stared at her like she was an idiot, and dug his claws into her shoulder. She wasn’t sure how he actually did that, considering the armor plate could stop a bullet.

      She reached up to pluck him from her shoulder, but he wouldn't let go. She was afraid she would hurt him if she pulled any harder; the look on his face made it clear she would have to, if she was going to get him free of his perch.

      Baxter watched the whole exchange stoically, or at least he looked stoic, in his black faceplate. Eventually he spoke up. “There is a viewing section in the room. You can take him in there, and he can watch through the glass.”

      Alister looked his way and stood a little prouder, almost as if to say, “What a good idea.”

      Sara threw her hands up. “Fine. You are one stubborn animal. If you get hurt, it’s your own fault.” Sara thought she saw Alister roll his yellow eyes, but it was so quick, she wondered if she imagined it.

      Baxter pressed a button to the side of the door to the practice room and waited for the indicator to turn green. It took nearly thirty seconds, and Baxter explained, “It gives a warning that people are about to enter, telling them to stop casting and make sure the room is safe. The mage on shielding duty confirms the room is clear, then gives the signal.”

      He opened the door, revealing a large room recessed into the wall, making a much larger space than the outer dimensions indicated. The firing range was half as high as the main practice room, but long and narrow. There were half a dozen mages in armor standing at the closest end of the room, looking over at the newcomers. Another mage stood by the door, and behind him was a small room with viewing windows. Sara could see another half dozen men and women in the viewing room, looking to see who had entered.

      Everyone snapped to attention, and the mage on shield duty—Sergeant Razz, according to his nameplate—yelled, “Captain on deck!”

      Sara stepped forward and gave a salute to the room at large. “As you were. I’m here for the practice, same as you. Please, don't let me interrupt,” she said, hoping the mages wouldn’t ask her to step up and take their place out of duty, and inadvertently exposing her lack of magical abilities at present

      The mages all turned back to their spellwork, except for a few in the viewing room, who watched the captain and sergeant major with interest.

      Baxter opened a private communication channel with Sara. “Everyone here is a specialist in one kind of magic or another. As a special forces team, we strive to be experts at all magic, but the abilities are so varied, it’s nearly impossible to do. Everyone can cast all the combat-oriented spellforms, but we take this time between missions to get better in the areas of magic where we are lacking. We take turns teaching the rest of the team our specific specialty, giving advice and tips for more efficient casting. But as you know, form theory is a difficult thing to explain without practice. Today, Specialist Gonders is explaining the finer points of force magic. She is a wonder in fine control, and is trying to trim the fat from our less delicate spellforms.” He indicated the short, armored woman talking to a pair of mages.

      Two more mages were taking aim down the room at holographic targets, and taking cover behind obstacles set up throughout the room. Sara could see the shimmer of shielding on the walls as Sergeant Razz held a hand out, fingers splayed, feeding the shields with a trickle of his Aether.

      “We probably want to get to the observation room before the spells start flying. That cat of yours is a little vulnerable in here. Not to say that my people will fire spells at random, but better safe than sorry.”

      Alister gave the sergeant major an aloof look, which Sara ignored as she headed for the viewing room. Once inside, Alister jumped from her shoulder and perched on the windowsill, his face pressed to the glass as he watched the mages adjust aim on the targets. He seemed to be truly interested in what they were doing, which surprised Sara. Alister had never shown much interest in anything that wasn’t food or a warm lap.

      The mages each let a bolt of force loose, sending it down range at an incredible speed. One of the mage's bolts splashed against the shielding around a box, the target ducking low to avoid the blast. The second mage was able to clip the top of their target’s head, dealing a killing blow.

      Specialist Gonders stepped up to the two and began to talk on a channel that allowed everyone to hear. “Deej, do you know why your bolt hit the cover and Oriel’s hit the target?”

      Deej, a lanky man, stood to his full height of two meters, looking down range. “Aye. I aimed low, clipped the box,” he said, a slight Indian accent coloring his words.

      Gonders shook her head. “No, your aim was right on, but your bolt was too big. You’re a fire specialist, so you were trained to spray the target, but force damage is a more precise thing. You need to focus down to a pinpoint. You can pour the same power into the spellform that you do with fire, but you need to sharpen down those edges. Here, look.”

      She opened her hand, and the small projector built into her glove brought up the spellform for force bolts. Sara was very familiar with the form; it was one of her specialties, after all. It was a standard textbook form, not particularly sharp or rounded. It was kind of like a template that casters could customize to fit their style better.

      “This is a basic form and will produce a bolt nearly a foot in diameter. To focus down the bolt, you need to sharpen here, here, and here. But you need to give that energy somewhere to go, so you need to round out this edge. It makes the bolt longer by lessening the force on the long axis. What you end up with is more like a spear than a squished basketball.”

      Sara nodded. “She’s good. It took me a while to learn that trick. Sometimes in order to make a thing harder, you have to make it soft in other places. Deej’s bolt was better than most, but it’s the little things that make spellforms great.” She said into her and Baxter’s private channel.

      Baxter nodded along. “Gonders is a wiz when it comes to force bolts, but she has just as much to learn about fire forms as Deej does about force. That’s what these sessions are for—honing down skills in an environment where everyone is counting on you to get it.”

      Alister was examining the spellform in Gonders’s hand with a critical eye, and Sara swore he was shaking his head in slight disappointment.

      She walked over and crouched down next to him. “What? You think you could do better?” she asked, a smile on her lips. The balls on this little cat.

      Alister turned to her and, honest to god, raised an eyebrow. Sara was taken aback at the very human expression, but before she could truly react, her mind was filled with a spellform for a concentrated bolt of force. She put zero effort into the form, but it was clearer than anything she had ever seen. Her years of form theory identified all the minute changes to the basic form, and she could see that it was perfect. The changes were so numerous and fine-tuned that she was sure she could never envision it on her own.

      The form evaporated in an instant, and Alister turned back to the window, a smug look on his face.

      Sara stumbled back and was caught by Baxter.

      “Are you okay, Captain? What happened?” he asked, concern thick in his voice. Sara noted that everyone was looking her way, but no one said anything.

      “I’m fine. Fine. Sorry, I just got a leg cramp. It’s been too long since I’ve worn my armor, is all. Thanks for the assist, Sergeant,” Sara said, covering badly for the misstep.

      Aetheric armor made muscle cramps nearly impossible.

      She straightened up and looked down at the little black cat that was paying her no mind. We’re going to have us a little talk after this is over, you little shit, she thought at Alister's back.

      The cat’s eyes focused on her in the window’s reflection, indicating that he had heard her. Or at least giving the impression he had. She cocked her head, but Alister just focused on the mages in the other room.

      “Would you like to give the gravity change a try?” Baxter asked her.

      Sara was startled from her half revelations about Alister. “We can wait for them to finish.”

      “They’re just finishing up now and about to break for lunch. Deej and Oriel were the last two,” Baxter said, opening the door and stepping out.

      True to his word, the mages headed for the door. The viewing room emptied out, the soldiers giving salutes as they passed her. She turned to Alister as the door closed behind them, giving her and Alister some privacy.

      “Are you crazy? You can put a spellform into my mind? Why haven’t you been doing this the whole time?” she quietly growled at Alister, after switching her comms off. He turned and cocked his head at her like she was the crazy one.

      She was talking to a cat, so maybe he was right.

      Alister’s eyes widened when what she had said finally registered. He perked up and began to bounce up and down on the window sill. “Merp! Merp!”

      Sara leaned back from the excited display the little cat was putting on. Then it hit her, This is what he’s been trying to do the whole time. He really wasn’t trying to poop on the table back in our apartment. He was trying to give me a spellform.

      “How does it work? I’ve been trying to cast for days, and nothing. Is this what you were talking about; the connection? I need to be able to cast to protect this ship and the people on it; that includes you, you little turd. Why did you let me waste all that time trying to make spellforms on my own if you were just going to give them to me?” Did I not complete the summoning spell? Are you waiting for me to do something?”

      She was babbling, and she knew it, but her frustration was bubbling over. She felt like she was on the cusp of learning a secret, but the last clue was just out of reach. She moved to put her hand to her face, but the faceplate stopped it. The tactile response was the same.

      “You hinted that I didn’t complete the Familiar spell. Are you waiting for me to do something?” she asked, knowing she was missing something.

      “Merow,” Alister said, demanding her attention.

      She pulled her hand back to see the little cat facing her from the sill of the window. He looked around to be sure no one could see, pointed at her with a paw, and then patted his own chest with the same paw. He cocked his head, seeing if she understood.

      Sara thought about the gesture. “You need me to ask you for spellforms? That seems like it would be practically useless in a battle situation. I need to be able to react quickly.”

      Alister shook his head, and then repeated the gesture. She could see he was just as frustrated as she was.

      She frowned, “Can you give me spellforms right now, if I ask for them?”

      “Merow,” he said, nodding slightly.

      Sara felt at the connection she and Alister had when he first shown up. It was stronger, like it had grown in thickness, but was still tenuous in some indescribable way. Our connection must have matured like he said it would; I wish he had let me know sooner. It’s not ideal, but it will have to work for now. She smiled, at least she would be able to cast magic again.

      “Okay, let’s start with that then. When I’m out there give me the force bolt form you showed me earlier. At least I’ll be able to practice casting a little. I can figure out what we need to finish the Familiar spell later,” she said quietly, as the door opened up, and Sergeant Major Baxter stuck his helmeted head in.

      “Are you coming, Captain?”

      “Yeah, I was just doing some mental exercises,” Sara said, stepping out the door with Alister close on her heels.

      Baxter looked down at the cat. “Do you want to lock him in the viewing room?”

      “No, he’ll be fine with just the two of us. Let’s get that gravity generator up and running. Do we know what the gravity is on Colony 348?”

      Baxter stepped up to a control panel on the wall. “Yes, Ma’am. It’s 1.4 gs Earth gravity.” He selected the appropriate setting and punched the ‘accept’ button.

      Sara felt the pull of gravity begin to ramp up. She felt like she was accelerating up at a steady rate, and her body registered the changes internally. The Aether suit began to compress around her in response, trying to even out her blood flow. It was slightly uncomfortable, but nothing too difficult to deal with. She lifted an arm to feel the difference, but the suit compensated for the additional weight, making the movement easy. There was a slight feedback that reminded her the gravity was heavy, but not so much that it slowed her down.

      Alister stumbled slightly under the heavier gravity, but seemed to be able to shake it off better than she would have if her suit didn’t compensate for the forty percent increase in weight.

      “I’ll feed the shield, if you want to take a couple of shots at the targets to get used to the difference,” Baxter said, bringing the shield to life.

      Sara noted that there was a spellform recessed in the wall used for the shielding, letting anyone power it, even if it couldn’t modulate to the most efficient form.

      Sara stepped up to the range and held out her hand. The stance was not necessary to direct the spell, but the human mind was a thing of habit, and aiming with her hand let her visualize easier where to send the bolt. Sara prayed Alister would do as she asked; the last thing she needed was to be unable to cast a spell while a subordinate was watching.

      She admonished herself for coming at all now that she had an audience. A stupid impulse, made out of desperation. This had better work.

      She concentrated on the spellform, but it slipped from her mind, like it had done ever since she’d summoned Alister.

      She clamped down her teeth in frustration. The little shit was leaving her high and dry.

      She felt Alister jump up onto her shoulder and was about to yell at him for being a dick, when he slapped the side of her helmet with a paw and hissed in her face.

      The action was so sudden and out of character for the usually docile cat, that her mind went blank with surprise. As soon as the apparition of the spellform she tried to make vanished from her mind, it was replaced with the perfect version Alister had shown her in the viewing room.

      Her eyes widened in sudden understanding: he couldn't provide the spellform if she was filling the space with her own attempt.

      She had been taught in the academy that a mage must segment their mind into two. It was the ability to actually think of two things at once that separated a mage from a normal person. Most people couldn't do it. They could either envision a spellform, or channel Aether, but not both at the same time. It all snapped to clarity for her; Alister was the second half of her mind in a way. He provided the form, and she provided the power; a truly symbiotic relationship.

      Alister's spellform blazed in her mind like a beacon. Its perfected form was beautiful; it made any spellform she had created on her own look like a child’s crayon drawing. The geometric shape was sharp and clear, and had a sense of depth that had eluded even her best attempts.

      She focused on the target, her mind free and uncluttered while that spellform blazed away. She shoved a small amount of Aether into it and pushed the powered shape from her mind.

      A bolt of compressed force shot from her, traveling at a speed she would have thought impossible. She barely caught sight of the dark blue shimmer of compressed raw force that flashed through the air. Then the target exploded into pixelated gore, as the bolt passed through it and slammed into the wall.

      Baxter grunted as the impact turned the shield dark red, taxing his Aether reserves as he dissipated the energy behind the attack.

      Sara stared at the red spot as it slowly returned to its translucent, golden color. She had used such a small amount of Aether she could barely tell she had used any at all.

      She swiveled her head to look at Alister, who was cleaning his front paw as if nothing particularly special had happened.

      Baxter cleared his throat. “That was incredible, Ma’am. But if you could tone down your blasts a little, I would be much obliged. I don't know that I have the Aether to stop many of those. To be honest, I didn't know anyone could make a bolt that strong.”

      “Sorry, I was a little overexcited, I think,” she said, before taking aim at a second target. “Are you ready for another round?”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” he said, wonder and pride in his voice.

      “Let’s do two in a row,” she said quietly to Alister.

      The form appeared in her mind, and she fed it with just a trickle of Aether, sending a bolt down range followed two seconds later by another.

      Two more targets were ripped to shreds.

      The shield now had two red spots, but they weren’t nearly as dark as the first one.

      “Is that too much for you, Sergeant?” she asked, a smile on her face.

      “No, Ma’am, I can handle that,” he said, grinning.
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      “I fixed it,” Sara said while eating dinner alone in her room that evening.

      “I saw. It looked like you were throwing some serious energies around in the practice room. I only caught the tail end of the session, but it seemed like you had power to spare,” Cora’s voice came back, her mood much lighter than it had been the last time they talked.

      Sara took another bite, building up to the lie she was about to tell Cora. “I told you I would be back to a hundred percent before we got there.”

      Cora was silent for a minute, “You were right. I’m sorry. I should have trusted you.”

      Sara waved a hand, “No. you were right to be mad. I made a mistake, and should have been honest with you from the beginning,” she said, her dinner suddenly feeling like a brick in her stomach. She pushed the half-finished meal away and reached for the wine.

      “You’re the captain of this ship, and I should have deferred to your judgment. You were right, Sara. Take the win; you don’t get them from me that often,” Cora said, with a chuckle.

      Sara felt like an asshole. Why can’t I just tell her the whole truth? Is my need for her approval so great? She shook her head slightly, No. It’ll be fine. I can cast, and my tactical abilities should be good enough for me to see what’s coming in battle. I hope.

      She waved Cora’s praise away like it was poison gas, “I’m just glad this is all over. My abilities are definitely more potent, and it should be smooth sailing from here on out.”

      “So that’s it? The Familiar spell is finished?” Cora asked, just to be sure.

      Sara fought the urge to throw up, “Yup,” she said, chasing the lie with a swig of the wine.
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      Sara spent the next few days with various mages down in the practice room. She practiced everything possible using Alister's perfected spellforms. It took her a while to get the hang of casting without building the spellforms in her mind, but like learning a new yoga pose or a new operating system, the process became more natural to her with practice.

      The only problem was that she needed to tell Alister what she wanted to cast beforehand. This showed the troops a level of competency, but it slowed her reaction time, and that would be disastrous in an actual battle. Plus, she needed to tell Alister in a way that the others didn’t know she needed him to provide the forms. They needed to think she didn’t have a crutch if they were going to trust her in battle.

      

      Sara and Alister spent all the time they were not in the practice room or on duty trying to communicate. The little cat was beyond frustrated, but for the life of her, Sara could not understand what he needed her to do. She did figure out that she needed to formalize the Familiar summoning in some way, but Alister just couldn't communicate the information to her in a way she could interpret. Their connection was more emotional than verbal, and had grown considerably over the last few days, but Alister couldn’t understand her in the same way a human could; it was almost as if there was something blocking true communication.

      She came on the bridge an hour early, along with the day crew. They were about to drop out of warp, and it was all hands for possible enemy contact. Ambassador Foss had taken a seat on the visitor’s couch along the back wall. Everyone was strapped in, including Commander Grimms, who leaned forward in his chair beside Sara's.

      The screen showed the same slowly expanding view it had the entire trip, but now it was almost back to its normal proportions. There was still a slight pinching of the starfield in the center of the screen, indicating they still had a short distance to travel.

      Ensign Connors reported clearly and precisely from helm control, “Thirty seconds to warp completion.”

      Grimms leaned over toward Sara. “We should probably be in stations, Captain?” He said it quietly so no one else could hear.

      Sara looked over at him, and he jabbed his chin at her command ring in the center of the room. She was so tired from all the sleepless nights spent trying to communicate with Alister that her brain was in a slight fog, and she had not even thought to be at battlestations for their arrival. Sara gave a smile and nodded.

      She stepped into the ring and powered the embedded spellform with a shot of Aether. A translucent bubble formed over her showing a 360-degree view of the space around the ship. She could feel the Aether flowing into the machine grab hold of her to keep her in place if the ship were to jolt from incoming fire. If she focused, she could see beyond the projection and into the bridge proper.

      “Ten seconds to normal space,” Connors said, staring down at his console. “Five. Four. Grav engines engaged. Two. Exiting.”

      The stars stopped moving, and Sara found herself staring at a planet, looming over her right shoulder. It was light tan in color, with patches of green where vegetation dotted the vast deserts of empty continents. The oceans yellowish coloring spoke of shallow depths and high mineral concentrations.  She recognized the continent they were over, and her display highlighted the crash site they needed to evacuate. She also noted the Teifen carrier, skimming the atmosphere between them and their destination.

      “Battlestations,” Grimms yelled to the bridge crew.

      The overhead lights dimmed, and a red strip of lighting began to glow around the ceiling. The communications officer, Ensign Mezner, repeated the warning through the ships comm.

      Sara felt sweat begin to run down her neck and soak into the collar of her battlesuit. Alister was on her shoulder in an instant, his nails digging through the cloth, pricking her skin. The pain of his claws jerked her back to the here and now, and she scanned the area quickly.

      There was only the one carrier, but there were thirty fighter craft in the atmosphere, attacking the researchers. She needed to get the attack craft’s focus off the planet and on them.

      The whole scenario reeked of her and Cora's final exam, and Sara felt a chill run through her. On instinct, she looked for a broken moon, but the one moon on this planet was on the far side of the planet horizon, and it was intact.

      “Focus,” she heard Cora say.

      There was no cover in line of sight of the carrier. She would have to provide shields.

      Fuck.

      She leaned over to Alister, who was hissing slightly at the carrier in the viewing bubble and quietly said, “I’m going to need shields. Preferably in a wedge. Can you do that?”

      In response, a spellform appeared in her mind. It was exactly what she wanted.

      “Okay. Helm, bring the gravitic drive to full power and keep pouring on the speed. Cora, power up both Aetheric cannons, and warp us here,” she said, indicating a spot right over the carrier’s shoulder, halfway into the atmosphere. Sara felt the Aetheric tug as her wishes were translated to something Cora could understand. “I want the cannons to aim over our stern; we’ll hit them as we pass. We need to get down there and scatter the fighters before there are no researchers to evacuate.”

      “Captain, we won’t be able to warp out of the atmosphere if we need to get away,” Grimms said, his voice controlled but urgent.

      “I am aware of that, Commander.” Sara said, keeping her voice steady.

      Ensign Mezner broke in. “The carrier has noticed us and is powering up their Aetheric cannon.” Her words were clear, but there was a tinge of fear in them.

      “Thank you, Mezner. Cora, prepare for jump. All PDCs online, set for auto fire. Han, take aim with a full volley of gauss rounds at the stern of that carrier and fire right before our warp. Hopefully the energy flash from the warp bubble will hide the firing.”

      Han gave the affirmative from weapons control, setting the solution to fire with Cora's command.

      “Cora, are you ready? You have the helm. Jump right before they can get their cannon off,” Sara said, gripping the ring of controls around her, her knuckles going white.

      “Two, one, warp,” Cora said.

      All four tri-barreled gauss cannons fired. At the same time the image of the carrier and planet compressed down and then expanded at incredible speed. Sara had spun around to face the stern when the warp engaged, and now she saw the carrier looming over them.

      They were quite a distance away, but the damned thing was so big, it looked like it was right on top of them. The Teifen were not the type to care what a ship looked like so much as what it could do. The carrier was boxy and full of sharp corners, and stretched across the sky for a good two kilometers, while being easily a half kilometer wide. It had fewer cannons than a battleship, but it still had enough for the Raven to worry about. It sported a dozen bays along the side facing the planet, where the fighters had launched. And they were all open.

      “Ha! The stupid devils thought this was going to be a simple smash and grab; they didn't expect anyone to find them with their pants down. Cora, send two Aether bolts, right through the open bay doors,” Sara said with cool composure.

      “With pleasure, Captain,” Cora's voice was cold, but she heard a smile in it.

      The first Aether cannon let out a long blast of blue-white light that ate at the shielding, and the golden haze turned to an angry red. The Teifen had begun to close the doors, but they were far too slow. The second bolt hit the shields a split second after the first, and tore through, slamming into the open bay. An explosion rocked the carrier from deep inside, sending jets of flame from three of the bay doors.

      The ship began to list to the side, and the bridge crew of the Raven let out a victory cry.

      It was a little too soon to celebrate though. All the PDCs and gauss and laser cannons on the carrier opened up on them.

      “Shields!” Grimms yelled from his command chair, his knuckles white on the armrests.

      Sara fed the spellform that Alister provided, slamming a ton of power into it out of reflex. The shield popped up, a tight wedge covering the aft of the ship as they sped towards the planet’s surface. The first volley of laser blasts battered the shield, but only turned the golden color to a greenish yellow.

      Then the gauss rounds slammed into the shield.

      Because Sara had wisely requested a wedge shape, the rounds deflected off, rather than impart all their force into the shield. Although, the shielding still turned a burnt orange, just from the sheer volume of fire it was taking. Sara fed more Aether into the spellform Alister kept burning in her mind. The PDCs from the carrier peppered the shields in a continuous volley, followed by renewed laser and gauss rounds.

      “Cora, can you get another Aether blast off?” Sara grunted with the effort of keeping the shield from collapsing.

      “Yes, but it will only be at half power. I need another ten seconds before I can fire a full shot and keep everything else running.”

      “Do it. I want to keep their shields focused on this side,” Sara said, scanning quickly to make sure the fighters were far enough away that she didn’t have to split her focus. They had obviously been called back to the carrier, but the thick atmosphere was slowing them down.

      Cora let a third Aether bolt loose, slamming into their recharging shields, burning the weak shield quickly to a dark red before punching through and hitting the ruined bay once again. The blast was far less powerful then the first two shots, but still hit hard enough that a noticeable number of defensive turrets shut down.

      “It looks like they are getting everyone on auxiliary shields. They’re coming up fast, and I won’t have another Aether blast for at least fifteen seconds,” Cora said.

      “That’s just fine, it should be all over by then, anyway. Fire control, send another gauss volley their way.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Han said, his face buried in his console.

      The spellform Alister had fed her was unbelievable. The Raven’s shielding was holding, and Sara began to believe she could take on anything the carrier threw at her.

      The ship rocked as sixteen one-hundred-kilogram slugs shot from the gauss cannons at relativistic speeds. They slammed into the carrier’s side, right where Cora had been focusing her Aether bolts. The shields flared, stopping some of the slugs, but other shots got through and ripped chunks from the back of the ship, as burning hot metal passed through the unprotected innards of the carrier.

      “Their Aether cannon is powering up again, Ma’am,” Connors reported.

      “Got ya, you stupid sons of bitches,” Sara said quietly to the image of the carrier in her viewing bubble.

      In a sudden move the carrier’s back end was shoved toward them as the original gauss rounds fired from half a million kilometers away finally made it to their target. The rounds slammed into the unshielded backside of the carrier. The hull around the reactors of any ship is armored quite well, but when sixteen slugs slammed into the same spot, one after the other, even the best armor will give. A small explosion propelled a jet of flaming gases from the stern of the carrier. Another explosion ripped the rear quarter of the ship to shreds and sent the rest of the now dark craft tumbling toward the planet’s surface.

      Since Sara had told Connors to keep the speed on, they were safely outside the blast radius.

      “That was incredible, Captain. I have to say, I had my doubts when I first met you, but you soundly proved me wrong,” Grimms said from his chair.

      Sara could see the looks of wonder on the rest of the bridge crew’s faces.

      “Ma’am, how did you know the backside of the ship would be unshielded?” Hon asked, his eyes wide.

      “It takes a huge amount of Aether for the Teifen to power even a simple shield form. Because of that they split their shields into two and only protect the half facing battle. They can power the whole shield, but would run out of Aether quickly. By keeping them focused on this side of their ship they left the backdoor wide open for us.” Sara said, scanning to see where the fighters were.

      “It’s all about knowing your enemy, Ensign,” Grimms said, looking at Sara with a new appreciation.

      “Come on, people, focus. We still have thirty fighters to take out, and I don't know about you, but that sounds like a lot to me,” Sara said, scanning the bubble.

      She found the tight group of fighters climbing out of the atmosphere at dangerous speeds. She was sure the little delta-winged craft were being buffeted around like crazy, even in the thin upper atmosphere.

      An idea came to her.

      “Connors, if we were to warp right on top of them, could we stop the ship before it impacted the ground?”

      Connors’ eyes went wide. “You want to warp deeper into an atmosphere? The calculations for a warp would be skewed badly by the gravity field. We wouldn’t have much, if any, precision, Ma’am.”

      Cora spoke up, “If you’re talking about a short distance we could do it, but only a few dozen kilometers. Anything more would tear the ship apart.”

      “Can we slow enough to pull out in time if we warp from here to here?” Sara asked, marking the short distance in her display.

      Connors did some quick calculations and nodded. “Yes Ma’am. It will be bumpy, but we will have plenty of room.”

      “Good. Cora, warp here,” she marked the place and fed it to Cora through their link. “I need a shield that’s flat and wide enough to hit every ship in that grouping,” she whispered to Alister, who raised an eyebrow. “Don't look at me like that,” she said, turning back to the view.

      “Do it, Cora,” Sara ordered, feeding everything she had into the new spellform Alister gave her.

      The image scrunched, and then they were directly on top of the fighters. They were so close she swore she could see the surprised looks on a few of the horned Teifen.

      The fighters scrambled hard, but Sara had put them on a collision course. The shield glowed golden as it slammed through the air. The fighters launched missiles in all directions as they tried to avoid each other and the incoming shield wall. A few of the ships slammed into one another, breaking apart upon impact, and the rest were shoved into the shield as the Raven shuddered through the atmosphere at an incredible speed. The shield kept them from damaging the ship too badly, but if Sara couldn't hold it until they had slowed enough, they would burn up.

      The impacting ships were crushed against an uncompromising wall of Aether. Many of the missiles exploded against the shield as well, sending the golden color to yellow, then orange, and, finally, red.

      Sara dumped every last bit of her Aether into the shield and prayed that she hadn’t just sentenced them to a fiery death of re-entry.

      She could feel the hum of the PDCs firing in a continuous manner, but at what, Sara wasn’t quite sure; her focus remained on maintaining the shield. She felt the ship shudder as something impacted with them, followed shortly by another. She heard alarms and Grimms shouting orders, but she was so focused, she couldn't make out any details.

      Finally, Cora's voice broke through her concentration. “Sara, we’re through. You can drop the shield.”

      With a huff, Sara went limp, the Aether bindings in the control ring slowly lowering her body to the floor. She sat, breathing heavily and wiping tears from her eyes. Alister, looking a little beat as well, lay on the cool deck, panting slightly.

      She felt a hand on her shoulder, and looked up to see Grimms looking down at her, concern and wonder on his face.

      “That was… well I’m not sure what that was, but it was impressive. All enemy combatants were eliminated. We took two missiles near the fusion reactors, so we had to shut two of them down until we can run thorough diagnostics.”

      Sara nodded. “Good. Have some food brought to my quarters. I’m famished.” With that, she stumbled off the bridge and down the hall to her door. She was asleep, sprawled across her bed along with Alister, snoring away, when the food arrived.

      Sara woke two hours later, and the food was cold. She ate every bite anyway.
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      “Captain?” Grimms’s voice came through the communicator on the wall.

      “Yes, Commander. What is it?” Sara asked from her shower. She was cleaning up after finishing her cold meal.

      “Sir, we have a problem. Actually, we have two problems,” Grimms’s voice was low and gravelly. He was obviously angry at whatever news he had to tell her.

      “I’ll be there in two minutes.”

      Sara finished up with the shower and pulled on a clean battlesuit. She put her hair up in a tight bun while it was still wet, and grabbed Alister's still-sleeping form from the bed. He jerked awake in her hands and twisted so much she dropped him.

      “Fine, you little shit, I was just trying to let you sleep a little longer,” she said to the little black cat as he yawned mightily on the floor.

      He licked a paw and wiped the sleep from his eyes. With a “Merow,” he jumped to her shoulder as she walked out the door and headed down the hall to the bridge.

      Sara found Commander Grimms and Ambassador Foss leaning over the map projector. She approached, and Alister jumped to the edge of the projector’s podium.

      Foss caught her eye, and gave her a nod of approval. “That was spectacular work with the Teifen carrier, Captain. A truly inspired engagement.” He saluted with a fist over his heart in the Elif style.

      “Thank you, Foss. Unfortunately, we took two missiles up the rear for the trouble.”

      “About that,” Grimms chimed in, “We are going to need to give the crew a few days to get the reactors back on line. It seems that both reactors two and three experienced breaches in the fusion chambers. It knocked the magnetic field generators out of alignment. We can run on one reactor, but our speed with the gravity drives is seriously compromised, and our PDCs are compromised until we can get the power back up. The battery backups are fully charged, so we could potentially survive an attack, but if the engines need to pull too much power, we will have to shut down all nonessential equipment,” Grimms reported, sending a written version of the report to her display.

      She looked it over and asked, “And the second?”

      “The second?” Grimms asked, confused.

      “You said there were two problems. I’m assuming this is the first?”

      Understanding dawned, and he shook his head, “Sorry, Captain. That was just the after-action report. The problems are far worse. First, when we went over the battle recordings, we found that the Teifen launched a scout ship during the battle. It looks like the ship entered a warp bubble soon after we engaged the enemy; it got away, sir. Presumably, they will have sent a report to the closest Teifen battle group, and the scout will be able to lead them back to us. We don't think they had a chance to send a report through the Aether, but if a mage was manning their communications at the time, they may have. Either way, we don't have much time until reinforcements arrive.”

      Sara frowned. FTL communications were possible through the Aether, but they were not instant. They happened at around a hundred times the speed of warp—fast, but in the vastness of space, still time consuming. It also took a little time for a mage to power a communications packet to be sent out.

      “So, we either have a few hours for the message to get there, or a few days for the scout ship to bring some backup. Either way, they will need to send ships here. Do we know where the closest battle group is?” She asked this last part of Ambassador Foss.

      He shook his head. “I apologize, Captain, but the fleet is spread extremely thin, and we don't have even close to full coverage of this sector. There could be a battle group hours away, or days, or even weeks. We just don't know,” he said regretfully.

      “Okay, so we assume the worst. Let’s say they are a few hours away. What’s the problem? We just bring the researchers up and we leave the system.”

      Grimms growled and shot a glance at the ambassador. “It turns out that the researchers have been ordered to retrieve a core from the ancient ship at all costs. They refuse to come up to the ship until they retrieve it.”

      The ambassador spoke up. “I, again, apologize. The core is a priceless artifact that could change the tide of the war. There has never been a core recovered intact in all Elif history. They were programmed to self-destruct if ships were damaged to the point of capture by the enemy. This is a missing piece of a very complicated puzzle. It is imperative that they gain access to the core,” Foss said, making it clear that the Elif would not budge on this.

      Sara looked from Foss to the map, which showed a real time image from orbit of the derelict ship and the research camp. There were a lot of fires and plumes of black smoke from the fighters’ attack. She needed to get the ship out of harm’s way, but also needed to get these researchers off the planet.

      How can a core from an old ship be this important? These Elif were a mystery most of the time, but she had a hunch that they were keeping humans in the dark for some reason. She slammed a fist onto the table, sending ripples through the projected map. “Fuck. How long do they need?”

      Grimms looked at his tablet. “According to Dr. Hess, the lead researcher, they are attempting to gain access, but it seems like the internal defenses of the ship are somehow still operational. He is afraid that if they go in, the core might be damaged in a firefight.”

      “So, Dr. Hess has no clue how long it’s going to take. What if we send down some Marines to help with the defenses?”

      Foss spoke up. “The High Command wants us to stay clear of the wreckage, Captain.”

      Sara looked at him, her eyebrow rising. “Well, High Command is not in charge of this ship, the United Human Forces are, and they gave me an order to get those researchers off planet before the Teifen kill them. If they won’t go until they have this core, then I will do everything I can to retrieve it and get them off planet. Is there something the High Command doesn’t want us to see down there?”

      The Ambassador’s cheeks reddened slightly, but he gave her a conciliatory nod. “Of course, Captain. You must do as you see fit. Anything you see will be for the best, if the researchers are saved.”

      Sara nodded and turned to Grimms. “Have a squad suited up and ready for transport to the surface. Let them know I will meet them in the hangar.”

      “Ma’am, you’re planning on going to the surface?” Grimms asked, a little surprised.

      “I am. I want to see what the big deal is about this core. We have a few hours at the least. I will be back long before that becomes a problem. We will get this core and be back in two hours. There won’t be anything left here but bits of that carrier burning up in the atmosphere when the Teifen reinforcements arrive.”
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      Sara entered the hangar as Baxter was organizing the troops and equipment. They were loading the stack of equipment beside the shuttle’s ramp with quick efficiency, and everyone was already in their Aetheric armor, weapons strapped to their backs. Sara approached the sergeant major and nodded to him.

      “Captain. Are you seeing us off?” he asked, tilting his head to the side.

      “No, Sergeant. I’m coming with you. I’ll suit up and be right back. I want to be out the hangar doors in five minutes,” Sara said, turning and heading to the equipment dispensers.

      Cora spoke up after Sara had placed her thumb on the pad, as her suit was cycling to the door. “I don't know that you should be heading off-ship when the enemy could show up at any moment. It’s irresponsible.”

      “We have a few hours at the least, and the quicker we can get this core, the quicker we can get out of the system. It’s a matter of time management. I understand that I should be on the ship, but I also understand I’m the most powerful mage in the system. They may need me to force this. Besides, if we can't get the core, I will be in a much better position to convince the researchers to get off-planet if I'm there in person,” she said, opening up her suit and stepping in.

      “A few hours is relative. What if the Teifen already had a second ship on the way? They could be here any minute, if that’s true,” Cora said, frustration thick in her voice.

      “You know the chances of that are next to nil. This is the fastest way to accomplish the mission, and you know it.”

      “Fastest isn’t always best, Sara. You have people on this ship counting on you. Are you also planning on taking Alister? What was your plan for that; just expose him to the elements?”

      Sara looked down at Alister as he watched her climbing into the suit. Her view was cut off momentarily as the suit closed, and she sent a shot of Aether into it to power it up. When her vision returned, Alister had jumped onto a bench beside the locker door. He cocked his head to the side.

      “Shit. I forgot about taking him with me,” Sara said, hanging her head. How can I go into a potentially hazardous situation with him completely unprotected?

      “Yeah. I figured you would not have thought of that. This is exactly what I’m talking about; you go into situations with half a plan. Luckily you have a genius sister who did. Check your suit’s hip pouch,” Cora suggested. Sara could hear her eyeroll.

      Sara opened the small pouch on her hip and found a small, black, cloth suit with a round little helmet inside. She realized it was a battlesuit for the cat, with its own pressure helmet. She marveled at the construction.

      “How did you get this made? It looks like it will fit him perfectly,” Sara asked, holding the little suit up for Alister to examine. He gave it a sniff, cocking his head at her.

      “I scanned his dimensions, then had the printers make it while you were sleeping. The hard part is going to be getting him into it,” Cora said smugly.

      Sara looked at the suit and then at Alister. “Uh, hey, buddy. You need to put this on. I’m just going to help you out, okay?” she said, stepping toward him. Instead of running, like she thought he would have, he just held up a paw for her to slip the sleeve over.

      He actually helped her out, contorting in just the right ways to make the suit easier to get on. He was fully encased in the fabric, with the small glass dome over his head in no time. The helmet was large enough that his ears were able to swivel around without hitting the glass.

      Cora's voice was a little disappointed when she commented, “Well, that was easier than I thought it would be.”

      “He’s a pretty smart little dude.”

      Alister meowed in the helmet in response, his voice muffled by the glass.

      “All right, buddy, up here,” Sara said, patting her shoulder.

      He jumped up and was able to grip the fabric of her suit with little abrasive pads on the paws of his suit.

      Sara again admired the design. “Thanks, Cora. I owe you one.”

      “You owe me more than that, sis. But this one is free. Be careful, and get back here as fast as you can. I don't like that we are out here in the open while you’re not onboard.”

      “You’re not completely defenseless; the ship is armored, after all. And you can always run, if the heat is bad. And I know it is not ideal in any way but Grimms can give commands.”

      “I can't run very fast, with two of the reactors down—unless I warp us, and that is chancy without you to direct me. Grimms has a lot of experience, and he is better than nothing, but without you we would be fighting half blind with an arm tied behind our backs. My reaction time is cut in half without you acting as my eyes. I can't see everything from in this tank, you know. I have a lot to manage, and, frankly, it’s giving me a headache.”

      “I’ll hurry, I promise.”

      Sara approached the shuttle as the last of the supplies were loaded and the rest of the squad got aboard. Baxter gave her a wave, and she came up the ramp. He hit the button to close it while she was still only halfway up. She ducked as she came the last meter or so and grabbed hold of a railing. The dropship was fairly large, but most of the space was for strapping down equipment in the center. There were rows of bench seats along the hull, and handrails coming down from the ceiling. Around a hundred people could sit, and a few hundred could be packed into the empty space in the center. The ten soldiers, including her and Baxter, seemed small in the open space.

      “We’re cleared for launch, sir,” the pilot said over the radio.

      Baxter looked to her, and she indicated that he should take the lead. “Punch it,” he ordered.

      The ship rocked to the side as they lifted from the dock, and slid sideways out the shield holding in the atmosphere. Sara ducked down and looked out one of the small round windows that ran down the hull. She could see the ship with its two blackened scars falling away as they made their way toward the planet. The damage looked pretty bad from out here, but she trusted the crew and Cora to keep the ship running. She watched the blackened holes in the hull till she couldn't make them out anymore, hoping this trip to the planet wasn't just another missile waiting to hit them when they weren’t ready.

      The Ravens new scars made her face the fact that she wasn’t fully prepared to captain this ship. She needed to figure out how to fully connect with Alister, if she was going to keep everyone safe.

      Alister leaned his body into her in consolation, as she watched her failure diminish to nothing more than dark spots on an otherwise perfect ship.
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      Sara gripped her handhold as the ship was buffeted in its rapid descent. The windows glowed an eerie yellowish orange as the ship plummeted through the thickening atmosphere. Her suit kept the turbulence to something manageable, though she was sure the ride would be rough for anyone not in powered armor.

      She glanced over at Alister, and her suspicions were confirmed: the cat was spread-eagle on her shoulder pauldron, holding on for dear life.

      She reached up with her free hand and plucked him off to cradle him in the crook of her arm. After thirty seconds of flaming entry, the ship slowed enough for the flames to die down, and a sonic boom rumbled through the air around them. She glanced out the window and was surprised to see that they were only a few hundred meters above the surface. The pilot must have let them drop almost the whole way.

      “I guess that’s why they call it a ‘dropship’,” she mused out loud.

      “What was that, Ma’am?” Baxter asked, looking up from his arm tablet.

      “Nothing, Sergeant. What’s our ETA?”

      “Ten seconds to touchdown, prepare for exit,” the pilot’s voice cut in.

      She counted out the ten seconds in her head, and right on cue, she felt the landing skids make contact. The ship rocked slightly as it settled into the sandy ground.

      Baxter hit the button to release the ramp, and it shot open with pressurized force. As soon as the ramp was down, the troopers were up and grabbing cases of equipment. Sara and Baxter stood to the side and let them work.

      She was surprised at how bright the sun was, when she finally made her way down the ramp, and was glad that the battlesuit would keep her cool. She hoped that Alister's suit was equipped with the same cooling system.

      She let the cat go, and he scrambled to the ground, shaking his paws with every step in the loose sand. Eventually he got fed up with the soft ground and leapt for Sara's shoulder, but the level of gravity threw off his trajectory, and he hit her in the chest.

      She snatched him up before he could fall and placed him on her shoulder. “Careful, Alister. The increased gravity is going to take you some getting used to.”

      She looked around at their immediate surroundings and noted that they had landed near the research colony’s main building. The half-covered, hulking remains of the derelict ship were on the right. It was huge up close, and she knew that it was only a small section of the ship that had survived; several kilometers of it had been turned to rubble and buried in all directions.

      Baxter had his troops form up and head toward the building, where several tall Elif in breathing masks came out, wearing layered white robes to keep the sun off their delicate skin. They had hoods up, but Sara could make out the small bulges where their long elfin ears fought with the fabric, making her want to itch at her own ears in sympathy.

      One of them took the lead and headed their way.

      They met halfway between the dropship and the building. Sara noted that the building had been hit in the recent attack, and the back half was in ruins. There were fires still raging, even hours after the invasion.

      “Dr. Hess, at your service. I was told that you wouldn't be sending people down to the wreckage,” the tall Elif man said from behind his mask. He offered a thin fingered gloved hand to shake. It was a very human gesture from the Elif, who would normally embrace in greeting.

      “The situation has changed, doctor,” Sara said, shaking the offered hand. “I’m Captain Sonders of the UHS Raven. We need to get you and your people off this rock. There are Teifen on their way, and we don't have the firepower to fight them all off. I need you and your people to get on this ship as soon as possible,” Sara said, gesturing toward the dropship. The wind whipped between them, swirling dust and smoke in every direction.

      “I am sorry, Captain, but we cannot leave until we have the core from this ship. The war itself could depend on it.”

      “I was afraid you would say that. Is there somewhere we can talk, out of the wind and sand?”

      Dr. Hess pointed back the way he had come. “Our headquarters has been hit, but the fires are out, and we still have partial power. Come,” he said, turning and heading that way. The two Elif with him fell in behind, and Sara gave Baxter a shrug before following.

      They entered the structure, and immediately the absence of wind and dust made the wrecked building seem inviting. The researchers removed their mask, hanging them on hooks on their belts.

      “The air is breathable, but a little heavy. We wear the masks to keep the dust out, more than anything,” a female Elif researcher said, removing her hood and indicating that they could remove their helmets.

      Sara reached up and pressed the release for her helmet, and it split open then folded back, reassembling itself to lie flat between her shoulder blades. “Thanks,” she said to the female researcher, taking a deep breath of the heavy atmosphere and tasting copper.  She turned to Dr. Hess. “What’s the fastest way to get you off this planet? In your report, you said something about the defenses being active in the ship. How can that be possible? Isn't this thing like a thousand years old?”

      “More like tens of thousands of years old.” The doctor indicated a holo projector to his right, and a wire frame of the ship appeared. Details began to fill in as he spoke. “We believe this was a Juggernaut from the, uh, previous owner’s navy. When it was complete, it was close to ten kilometers long and a kilometer wide. It was incredibly well armed and has armor several meters thick across the entire hull. We can't cut through it, and even if we could, it wouldn't make sense to do so. We need to get in through the passages that have been exposed where it was broken.” He indicated the rough edges where the ship had been torn apart before continuing.

      “The problem is that when we got to the central section that contained Engineering, we noted that the power was still on. We assume the fusion reactors are self-repairing; with the ship not using the hydrogen fuel to power the engines, it has plenty of the stuff on hand to keep them going for, well, nearly forever. Our reactors can sustain for several thousand years with the fuel onboard, and I can only imagine that the fuel storage of this ship is far beyond anything that would be needed to maintain fusion for as long as it has.”

      “So, there is power, and you are afraid there is automated defenses, as well?” Sergeant Major Baxter asked, looking at the holo model.

      “We know there are automated defenses. Two of our researchers were mowed down by laser fire as soon as they stepped onto the engineering deck,” the female Elif informed them.

      “Do you not have any mages on your research team?” Sara asked.

      “Despite what you may think, mages are very rare among the Elif. We are all adept at Aether manipulation, but a true mage is a status that takes our people years to attain, and even then, only a small percentage can actually split their minds. Plus, with this ghastly war raging, all the available mages have been conscripted.”

      “Well, I can help you out, there, doctor. We have three mages here that can shield your people while we go in and retrieve the core,” Sara said, as Alister stood tall on her shoulder, eyeing the Elif through his little helmet.

      Dr. Hess noticed the cat for the first time, and drew in a breath in shock. He looked from Alister to Sara. “You have a familiar?”

      Sara nearly staggered in surprise at the doctors recognizing what Alister was. She took a step forward and grabbed the doctor by the shoulders in excitement. “You know about familiars? You need to tell me everything you know about them. Right now.” Sara was gripping the Elif with armored hands, and only when Baxter grabbed her arm and shook her did she realize she was hurting the thin man.

      “I’m sorry. I need to know what you know about the familiars,” Sara said, holding her hands up in a sign of surrender.

      “It’s okay, it’ll just be a bruise. I will make a deal with you: you go in and get that core for us, and I will tell you everything I know about them,” Dr. Hess said, rubbing his arms where Sara had held him.

      “Fine, let’s go. We need to get out of here as soon as we can. I’ll rip that ship to pieces if I have to, but we are leaving here with that core. Then you will have a tale for me and little Alister, here.” With that, Sara walked out of the building and headed for the wreck. Her helmet came up and covered her face, just before the first blast of sand and grit washed across it.
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      Sara made it to the wreck first, but had to wait for the researchers in the party to catch up and direct the way through.

      On their course through the ruins, the group came across a few other researchers, huddled around displays teeming with data, but most of them didn't even notice Sara until the rest of the visitors followed. Only then did the researchers fall silent as the ten humans in Aether armor stalked by.

      The ship was huge, but everything was built to human proportions. The corridors were three meters tall and faded white paneling, with doors that hung halfway off their tracks, revealing rooms full of sand. Exposed wiring hung like vines in a technological swamp, but there was temporary lighting set up in the ever-darkening corridors, obviously put there by the research teams.

      They made their way deeper into the heart of the ship.

      Sara was struck with how familiar some of the fixtures seemed, but the layers of dust and sand gave them an alien quality she was unable to disregard.

      Eventually, Dr. Hess held up a hand to stop the procession, and turned to Sara.

      “From this point, the ship’s systems are online, but we’ve cleared the few defenses from here to the engine room.  I will point out the various turrets and security measures we disabled so you will know what to look for.”

      Turning back to the corridor, he started walking at a slower pace, taking care to follow a worn path through the sand-covered floor. Sara noted that while there was less sand this far into the ship, the stuff still seemed to get everywhere. The skich-skich sound of the doctor’s footsteps sounded like a metronome in their regularity.

      “This is where the first turret came online. Luckily, its servo motor was seized up from all the dust and sand, and it fired wide. Our few guards took it out quickly,” the doctor said, pointing to a blackened armature hanging from an open panel on the ceiling.

      Sara noted that the turret was hidden in an alcove, giving it a wide firing arc while staying hidden from long range fire. It was a similar setup to the defenses on all the ships she had studied in her time at the academy.

      The doctor pointed out a few more wrecked turrets, and a set of blast doors that had tried to slam closed when they had approached, but were jammed open by a fallen ceiling panel.

      They finally came to a set of double doors that were in relatively good shape. They had been sealed, with only a slight gap between the two slabs of thick alloy.

      “This is the entry to the engine room. We have some video of the interior from a small drone we slipped through the crack; unfortunately, the drone was shot down soon after entering the room, so we don't have much,” he said, pulling out his tablet to start the video. The troops gathered around the outheld tablet and watched.

      The view was from the floor, making it seem as if they were looking at a set of huge, ominous doors. The drone slipped through the crack and revealed a room that was relatively clear of sand, though a thin layer of dust did cover the floor. The drone rolled forward, and Sara could see a huge structure to the right that seemed familiar, but the low perspective hid its nature from her. The drone moved forward and came to some wreckage lying across the floor that it had to maneuver around. The view rocked and slewed from side to side as it circled around the junk. It turned back to the center of the room, and Sara’s breath caught in her throat. Then a white blast came from off-camera, and the feed went dead.

      “Did you see that?” Sara asked Baxter, who shook his head.

      “I did, Ma’am. The tank?” Specialist Gonders said from over Sara's shoulder.

      Sara looked back to see the blank, matte black mask of Gonders and gave a nod. “Like the new system we have on the Raven.”

      Dr. Hess looked a little abashed, but said nothing. Sara gave him a hard look that she realized was wasted behind her helmet’s faceplate.

      Something is going on here, and I’m going to get to the bottom of it.

      “Right. We’re going in there. I’ll provide a shield bubble big enough for three of us. The rest of you take cover under your own shielding, and provide cover fire if needed. Gonders, your specialty is force, right?” she asked the shorter woman, who gave a nod in the affirmative. “Good, you force the door open once I have my shield running. Dr. Hess, you're coming with me and Baxter. You’ll need to find this core and retrieve it while the two of us cover you. Baxter, are you good to defend against anything that might pop up?”

      “If I’m not, then we are in bigger trouble than we can handle. I have your back, Captain,” he said, rolling his shoulders in anticipation.

      “Right. Doctor, come stand here and stay close,” she said to the wide-eyed researcher.

      Sara looked over at Alister, still sitting on her shoulder, and gave a slight nod. A spellform blazed in her mind, similar to the shield forms he had provided on the ship, but with the slight modification to cover them in all directions. She fed a trickle of power into it, and a golden bubble formed around them, becoming more and more translucent as it stabilized. There was a hum of power as the shield vibrated slightly in the thick atmosphere.

      “This is amazing, Captain. You created a shield that will actively repel incoming fire, not just absorb it,” Dr. Hess said, listening to the hum and reaching a hand out to touch the bubble. Thinking better of it, he quickly retracted his hand.

      Sara had wondered why the shield was humming. She reviewed what she knew about spell theory, and realized that Alister was changing the spellform in her mind as she was feeding it with Aether. He was essentially vibrating the shell back and forth in a tiny space. Incoming physical objects would not just hit the shield, but be hit by the shield in return. She realized that, while a more efficient way to shield from weapons fire, it would be impossible for a normal person to do. Changing a spellform was difficult when it wasn't being fed; there were too many variables. But Alister was doing it with ease.

      “Stay close, doctor. Gonders, whenever you are ready.”

      The squad had taken cover behind a half shield that Deej had erected across the corridor. Gonders raised a hand and, with a swiping motion, slammed the doors back into the walls with a squeal, the metal and gears ripping and clanging apart.

      The engine room was a vast cavern of machinery and piping. Sara noted the tank in the center of the room, its dimensions the same as the Ravens but seeming small next to the reactors. On the right was a huge version of the fusion reactors they had on the Raven. It was almost exactly the same design, if not three times bigger. She could see that there were at least four of the huge reactors in the dimly lit room.

      She pointed them out to Baxter.

      Baxter took in the huge machine and gave a nod. “I’ve only been to the engine room on the Raven a few times, but I think you’re right. It does look eerily similar.”

      The large pile of debris was in front of them, piled high enough that they couldn't see past it. Sara pushed a little more Aether into the shield, making it more golden in color, and started around the pile of junk. As soon as the shield passed by the debris, the sound of servos coming to life filled the quiet room. Blasts of laser fire peppered the outer Aether shell of the shield, turning it a yellowish color where the intense light beams tried to eat away at it. Sara had to grab a hold of the doctor’s sleeve to keep him from stumbling back, and she pulled him forward.

      Baxter was scanning for the turret. After a few more steps, he spotted it hanging from a catwalk. He held out a hand and, after a moment’s concentration, smashed his fingers into a fist. With a pop and a fizz of sparks, the turret was crushed. Pieces of it rained down to the floor, bouncing with the clang of metal on metal.

      Sara took a breath as Baxter scanned the rest of the room. He gave a nod, and Sara continued deeper inside. At nearly the same time, two more turrets opened up on them, peppering the shield bubble with continuous fire. Baxter made quick work of them, crushing one and ripping the second from its armature.

      “Clear,” he confirmed after scanning the room once again.

      Sara, however, was staring at the large tank in the center of the engine room. It was identical to the one her sister was currently ensconced in.

      How is this tech, supposedly new tech from the Elif, here on a ship that is tens of thousands of years old? Are they copying some long-dead civilization? If so, how do they know it works, if all the previous examples have self-destructed? Or is the core’s destruction more localized?

      She had so many questions running through her mind, she didn't even notice that Dr. Hess was talking until Baxter gave her a shake.

      “You okay, Captain?” Baxter asked, still scanning the room.

      “Yeah, sorry. I just have a lot of questions for the good doctor here when we get out,” she said, looking over at the chagrined Elif.

      Dr. Hess pointed to the tank and said, “The core is attached to that. We need to get closer to get it out.” He was trying to forestall the argument he could hear in her voice, and pressed forward.

      Sara followed him as Baxter kept an eye open for any turrets still in hiding.

      The tank was dark, and its fluids had evaporated into a dusty sludge in the bottom. The glass was fogged with grime, but Sara craned her neck to see into it nonetheless. The shield was keeping them at a distance; she would need to drop it if they wanted to get closer.

      “Are we clear, Baxter?”

      “As far as I can tell, Ma’am. There could be some turrets that haven’t fired yet, but I don't see anything indicating they are smart enough to lay in wait for us to drop our shield. Just make it quick, doctor.”

      Dr. Hess nodded in understanding and squatted down. “Give me a second to examine this more closely before we drop the shield.” He pulled out a pair of glasses and put them on, staring at the contraption that supposedly held the core.

      Sara could see the box-like contraption he was examining was lit up with dim blue lights along the edges. The box on Cora’s tank was not lit up like this one, but her’s did have all the parts attached to the tank, just like this one. It was hard to tell, due to the layer of dust obscuring the details, but she thought it looked like there was a thumb pad on the top of the box.

      “Is that a biometric scanner on the top, Doc?” Sara asked the crouching Elif.

      He gave a nod. “I was afraid of this. It makes sense that the core would be protected from tampering by anyone but the captain,” he said, rubbing his chin. He stopped and cocked his head. Swiveling around, he eyed Sara, then looked to Alister.

      “You should try it,” he said, indicating the pad.

      “Okay,” Sara said, holding her hands up.  “What the hell is going on? Why would this thing open for me?”

      “Well, it has to do with your familiar. You have a much higher Aether potential because of him, and the fact that you are of a twin set means you may have enough power for the core to recognize you as a captain of a ship,” he said, shrugging. “It’s not very scientific, but most things to do with Aether are not. It’s worth a try.”

      “Why don't you try it first?” Sara asked, not liking where this was heading.

      “It won’t open for me without force, and I don't want to try that unless we have to. The fact that this core is intact is unbelievable, and I don't want to set off its self-destruct because we are trying to force it. I’m not a mage; we know that all captains of these ships were powerful mages, so it stands to reason that you would have the best chance of opening it. All the security on these old ships was based on the user’s ability to manipulate Aether. If a person was powerful enough, they had to be in a position of authority. It’s actually a pretty good system.”

      Sara didn't know enough to refute him; he was an expert in this race’s tech, after all. It made a kind of sense to her and there were things on her own ship that ran on this principle. She could access things that no one else could, purely because her power output would let her through the security.

      “Okay, go stand close to Sergeant Major Baxter. I’m going to drop the shield.”

      The shield came down, and Sara stepped up to the tank. When she got close, she noticed that it opened from the side. She could see through the grime that the tank was empty, and breathed with relief, acknowledging that a part of her had been afraid she would see the body of some long-dead alien, stuck in there just like her sister. She focused on the box and began to wipe away the dust. It did have a thumb scanner very similar to the ones used on the Raven, and she began to suspect that this defunct alien culture was the origin of their shiny new ship.

      She gave her suit a mental command, and the glove of her right hand opened with a hiss of pressure balance. She freed her hand and, turning the arm to get the rigid glove out of the way, pressed her thumb to the scanner. A green line of light slid across the pad of her thumb. She pulled her thumb away and waited, but nothing happened.

      “Try it again,” the doctor said from behind Baxter.

      She shrugged and pressed her thumb to the pad again. This time, there was an audible tone after the scan. She looked at the box and noted that the lighting on the box’s edge had changed from a blue to a deep green. There was an audible click, and the front of the box popped open.

      Sara jumped back at the sudden movement, but the doctor leaned in to examine the inside of the little compartment. When she realized it wasn’t a trap, Sara did the same.

      There, nestled into a round cubby, was a silver sphere about the size of a baseball. It didn't seem to have any markings, and it shone as if it were brand new.

      She looked to the doctor, who was practically drooling at the sight of the shiny object. He reached out a hand, but before he could touch it, a thick blue spark jumped from its surface and hit his middle finger.

      The doctor flew back, skidding through the dust, his body limp. Baxter quickly checked the corners of the room, looking for the source of the attack, and Sara slid to the doctor’s side to check his vitals. He was alive but unconscious.

      She looked back to the little silver ball like it might jump out of its cubby and bite her.

      The doctor came around a few seconds later and tried to focus on Sara, but it was obvious he was dazed.

      “You okay, Doc? That was a nasty jolt you just took,” Sara said, concern in her voice.

      The doctor tried to rub at his face, but his hand met the mask he had on, and he shook his head in confusion for a second. “I’m okay. I just, um, I didn't think about the core itself having a defense mechanism. You’ll have to pick it up. It will recognize your touch, now that you opened up the casing.”

      Sara shook her head, but laid the recovering doctor back on the ground and approached the core. She reached out a tentative hand. After a cruel second of anticipation of pain, she touched its surface.

      It was cold to the touch, and smoother than anything she could think of. She tried to get her fingers around it to pull it out, but it was embedded so deep she couldn't, and it was too slick to palm. Eventually, she pressed down on it. With a click, it came free, rolling into her hand. It was heavy, even when she compensated for the increased gravity of the planet. It must have weighed thirty pounds or more; she guessed it was made of some extremely heavy elements. She worried for a second that it might be radioactive, but her suit would have warned her if it was. The core was so slick, she was afraid she would drop it, so she opened her hip pouch and slipped it in, making sure the top was secured tightly.

      Then she closed her glove over her hand and, with the help of her powered armor, bent down to scoop up the still groggy doctor like a child.

      “Give me a shield, Alister,” she said to the cat.

      She powered the shield again, and they made their way out of the room. The rest of the troops were waiting for them, rifles trained on the open doors. Gonders gave the signal when Sara came into view, and they stood up, preparing to leave.

      “All right, doctor, we have your core. Now we are getting off this planet, and you and I are going to have us a conversation,” Sara said to the weak Elif in her arms.

      Alister stared down at the good doctor as if he wanted to have a word as well.
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      The sun blazed bright, as they ushered the researchers that they had collected out of the derelict ship and across the open sand toward the dropship. Sara still carried Dr. Hess, but he was coming around and insisting that he could walk on his own. She put him down, and steadied him as his legs began to buckle, but he was able to catch himself before he fell.

      She could see that the two researchers who had accompanied them to retrieve the core were running ahead, telling everyone to pack up and get the material on the ship. There was soon a flurry of activity as Elif men and women appeared, carrying boxes of samples and instruments. They began to fill the ship’s hold, and a few of the troopers with her peeled off to organize and strap down the crates.

      The doctor still leaned on her as they stood in the sun and watched as the camp was broken down in fairly quick order.

      “Let me see it, Captain,” Dr. Hess said, indicating her side pouch.

      With a sigh, she opened the pouch and pulled out the core. The sun reflected off the surface, making her look away, but the doctor leaned in to examine it closer.

      “Fascinating. It has no interface I can see, other than the surface itself. How does it communicate with the tank? This is a marvel,” he said, lost in thought.

      Sara wanted her own answers, and this was as good a time to get them as any.

      “About that tank,” she said, slipping the sphere back into the pouch.

      The doctor frowned at the obvious reprimand, but looked to her. “What about it, Captain?” he said conversationally.

      Hadn’t he heard Baxter’s comment about that tank being just like the one on the Raven? Maybe he was too focused on gaining access to the engine room?

      She huffed a laugh at herself for assuming this researcher on a distant planet would have any idea what was happening on Earth. She assumed humans were known to exist throughout Elif culture, and the fact that the doctor had shown very little surprise at humans coming to save his band of researchers showed that he was at least familiar with them; he probably had been sent a message from the Elif fleet that they were coming.

      If he has no idea that we’re currently using the tech we just saw in that thirty-thousand-year-old ship, then maybe I can get some straight answers out of him. You know… if there is an actual conspiracy of silence from the Elif High Council.

      God, you’re paranoid Sara.

      With a smile she pushed forward, “What was it for?”

      Dr. Hess thought about how best to answer that, putting a sun browned finger to his lips as he looked up and organized his thoughts. “It is a controller’s tank, much like what we use with a controller’s chair, but much more in depth. It connected the controller to the ship all the time, not just when they were needed for warp or battle. It gave them a huge edge because the orders they were given could be enacted with unparalleled precision. Plus, the tank enabled the controller to use raw Aether in spellforms they created, not just simple, pre-constructed spellforms the chair system uses. It amplified their power; our amplifiers are crude in comparison. It would be like comparing a club and a shock stick—they are essentially the same weapon, but obviously worlds apart in complexity.”

      Sara nodded. It was just like he described with her and Cora: they had nearly instantaneous reaction times, due to the Aetheric link the tank provided.

      “So why don't you use this tech on Elif ships, if it’s so much better?”

      Dr. Hess laughed. “Oh, we did try it. It would work for a while, but our twin pairs would eventually go crazy. It was too much for them to take. As far as we can determine, the tank needs a special kind of mind, something a little more independent than an Elif, or even a Teifen. This species was unlike anything we’ve seen in a very long time,” he said, turning to look at the remains of the largest ship she knew. He put his hands on his hips in a very human way, and took it all in. “They were the first. Colonizing space thousands of years before we ever got into space ourselves. They were the first species the Elif came across—or I should say, we were the first they had come across.”

      “What? Wait, your people knew this race?” she asked the doctor, and he cringed. Obviously, he hadn’t meant to let that bit of information slip.

      He turned to Sara. His face was hidden behind his mask, but she was sure his tanned skin would have been flushed if she could see it. He began to speak, but before anything could get out, there was a rumbling explosion from deep within the derelict. The ground shook, and Sara almost tumbled from the small quake.

      “What the hell was that?” she asked.

      A large chunk at the top of the derelict exploded into the sky, a jet of flame following the torn armor.

      “Oh, no. No. No, no, no,” the doctor had ducked when the explosion happened, and now he spun, looking back at the jet of flaming debris. “I should have thought of this. Shit, the reactor. It’s going to melt down. We have to get out of here, now!” he shouted, and began to run to the dropship, screaming at anyone close to get on the ship and leave the equipment.

      Sara was right on his heels. “Why isn’t it shutting down? The reaction should just keep burning ‘til it runs out, then shut itself down.”

      “The reactor is so old; the core must have been manually adjusting the containment field as it burned. Now that the core is gone, it’s melting the components that produce the magnetic field. All that hydrogen is about to be let loose with the ferocity of a dying sun. We have to get out of here.”

      Sara got on her communicator and told the pilot to start up the engines and prepare for a hard burn off-planet. They raced up the ramp as the last of the researchers flung themselves into seats, their crates abandoned in the sand. Sara was the last one to board. She made sure the doctor was inside, and slammed the button to close the ramp.

      “Take off, pilot, go now,” she yelled into her comms.

      There was a blast of sand as the grav drive kicked in, pushing the sand out from under the hull of the ship. Sara could see the ancient ship rock with another explosion, and then the horizon streaked down past the rising ramp. The internal dampeners prevented them from being crushed, but the effects of that much acceleration were felt as the gravity field they provided caught up with the sudden movement. Right before the ramp closed fully, she saw flames shrouding the ship as the atmosphere caught fire with the friction of their passing.

      She spun to the closest window and looked down at the colony. Baxter pressed his helmed face to the window beside hers. They were both watching when the derelict went from a chunk of broken ship to a white-hot ball of a tiny star on the surface of the planet. Their faceplates dimmed to compensate for the light, but it was still difficult to look at. She could see a wave of the blast race across the landscape, flattening dunes and clearing the sky of clouds in an ever-expanding circle.

      “Brace for impact,” the pilot said over the loudspeaker. He sounded far too calm to Sara's ears.

      The ship bucked as warning lights and sirens went off. Sara was thrown to the ground, along with others who hadn’t yet strapped in.  The ship tilted to the right and groaned as if it were being flexed in a giant’s unfriendly hands. They began losing altitude as the thrust vector was thrown askew. The shrill alarm cut through her helmet, making her ears ring slightly. A shaking rumble built up and rolled through the frame of the shuttle as the pilot increased the burn of the starboard thrusters and leveled out the craft.

      “We’re through the blast wave. It should be smooth sailing the rest of the way, folks. I don't mind telling you that was fucking close. If you have a god, you should thank them now,” the pilot said, his voice still cool as a fall night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      “How are you doing?” Sara asked Cora once she was in her quarters, changing into a fresh battlesuit. Alister was still shaking out his fur after being compressed in his own.

      There was a pause before Cora answered her. “The repairs are coming along, but the ship is demanding a lot from me, now that it’s down by two reactors. It’s supplementing power with Aether, and I’m the battery. I’ll be okay, but we need to get those reactors online sooner rather than later.”

      She sounded tired to Sara, who was used to hearing her sister chipper and positive. It made Sara worry that Cora was not telling her everything.

      “I’m about to contact command, and hopefully we can head back to the docks for repairs,” Sara said, slipping an arm into the black cloth of a fresh battlesuit.

      “Honestly, I don't need the docks. I can manufacture the parts here on the ship, since we have a molecular printer. It just takes a little time to print the parts. If I could set the ship down and shut off the gravitic drives, it would give me the breathing room I need. I’m capable of running the ship physically; it’s just mentally taxing because so many things need my attention.”

      “Other ships use computers to maintain the baseline of the ship. Why the sudden change to the system to have you do it?”

      “I don't really know. Being integrated into the ship helps with reaction times, but I don't see how I can keep this up forever,” Cora said distractedly. She was silent for a few minutes before returning to the conversation. “Sorry, I had to adjust the power flow to the PDCs. They were pulling power even in their standby mode. I don't want to take everything offline, in case there is an attack, but leaving it all on is giving me a literal headache.”

      “Are you able to warp?” Sara had a flash of fear that they might be trapped where the Teifen would know where to find them.

      “Actually, going to warp would make it easier on me. I can shut down everything but environmental. It will be a relief when we finally jump.”

      “Well, good, because I want us out of this system as soon as I get to the bridge. Once we’re in deep space, I’ll contact command,” she said, walking through her door and heading to the bridge.

      The ambassador was on the bridge, along with Dr. Hess. They were in conference with Grimms, who didn't look happy. He ran a hand through his cropped, gray hair several times as he considered the Elif’s words. His stocky frame and serious face was a sharp contrast to the placid looks the two Elif gave him as they looked down from their greater height.

      “What’s happening?” Sara asked, stepping into the command ring and powering it up.

      “We need a space to continue our work with the core, Captain Sonders,” Dr. Hess said, stepping between the first officer and the ambassador.

      The bubble view materialized around Sara's torso, but she turned to the doctor and looked at him through the translucent field. “This was a rescue mission, doctor, not a continuation of your research. That being said, we can provide you with a room, but not much in the way of equipment. We took some damage in the battle and need to make repairs. Until that happens, we are running at minimal power.”

      “A room would be fine, and I will keep my power requirements to a minimum.” The doctor turned to go.

      Sara frowned. “No, doctor. You will keep your power requirements to the lights, and that’s it. You will have plenty of time to study that core when we are back to full power. ‘Til then, you may as well just have a seat and enjoy the ride.”

      She turned back to the view and pulled up a star chart to overlay it. She could see large portions of the sky snaking through the galaxy that were colored in with a red shade, indicating Teifen space. Looking at the tiny chunk of sky they inhabited, she wondered what the human leaders were thinking when they agreed to fight such a large empire. Even the Elif’s section of the galaxy was only a third the size of the Teifen territories, and if the rumors were true, what territory the Elif held was shrinking daily.

      She found a relatively empty portion of space and pointed it out, dropping a navigation pin and sending it to Ensign Connors. “Plot a course for empty space in this direction. Something close, but far enough to keep us hidden in the black.”

      “Aye, Ma’am. I won’t be as accurate as Cora, Ma’am,” he said, glancing Sara’s way to be sure she still wanted him to make the calculations.

      “I’m aware, Ensign. We don’t need to be all that accurate to get to the middle of nowhere.”

      He typed away at his console, and a few seconds later said, “Course plotted and sent to Cora, Ma’am.”

      “Cora, are you ready?”

      “Yes, but we should increase our speed a little to make the jump easier. Thirty percent thrust for sixty seconds should do it.”

      “Helm, make it so,” Sara said, leaning back in her command ring. She could see their speed increasing through her readout.

      A minute later, Cora came back, her voice a little slow, “Jumping to warp.”

      Sara saw the engines go offline, along with the weapons, and then the view of space contracted and began to spread rather quickly.

      “How long is the jump?” Sara asked, looking to Connors who checked his readout.

      “Thirty seconds, Ma’am.”

      Not long for Cora to catch a breather.

      The image snapped to clarity thirty seconds later, and she noted that the stars had moved slightly, and the planet was gone.

      “Cora, keep power to essentials only. I don't want you burning out before we can get you repaired.”

      “Aye. Thanks, Captain,” Cora said, relief plain in her voice.

      “Mezner, get the reports ready and have them sent to command. Add a note asking where to drop off these researchers. Grimms, what does our repair bill come to?”

      Grimms pulled up his tablet and looked over the numbers as he spoke. “It looks like we will have the parts printed in the next three hours, but we need to flush the reactors before anyone can get in there to replace the internals, and a full flush will take twenty-four hours. The repairs should take an estimated forty-eight hours.”

      Sara tapped her fingers to her lips as she leaned back in her command ring. “Are those estimates to fix both reactors? What if we put more people on it?”

      “It is. More people won’t help; there is only so much space to work in the reactor. This is a case of more hands not being helpful,” Grimms said, from his command chair.

      “Message packet sent, Ma’am. The mage on duty said they should receive it at Earth command in thirty-two minutes,” Mezner reported, tucking a lock of her blonde hair behind her ear.

      Sara nodded her thanks and turned back to Grimms. “Have you seen the reports from the extraction? Particularly the video of the engine room where we retrieved the core?”

      He shook his head, “We were a little busy, figuring out if the explosion was the reactor on that derelict, or an attack from the Teifen. I assume there is something I should see?”

      Sara nodded and stepped out of the command ring, letting the bubble dissipate in a puff of bluish smoke. She motioned for Grimms to follow her, and stepped into the commander’s ready room. She didn't like the room as a workstation, and spent the majority of her time on duty on the bridge.

      The desk was small, and there were no windows, making the small ready room feel cramped. She took a seat behind her desk, and Grimms took the one facing it. He pulled up the video in question, and Sara waited patiently as he scanned through. She knew he had found the footage with the tank when his eyes went wide, then narrowed as he considered the implications.

      “Is this the tech the Elif used to make the tank?” Grimms asked, working it out in his head.

      “I believe so. Cora, did you get a chance to see the report?” she asked the ceiling.

      “No, should I?” Cora asked, her voice sounding much calmer.

      “Yeah, particularly when we get to the core.”

      A few minutes later, Cora came back, her voice full of apprehension. “So, they have me in a tank they copied from a dead race? I don't like where this is going.”

      Sara sighed. “It gets worse. The good Dr. Hess informed me that the Elif couldn't make the tech work for them because it drove their controllers crazy.”

      Grimms’s thick eyebrows rose. “Crazy? As in it drove them insane? How long did he say it took?”

      “He said they couldn't use it for more than a couple months. I have a suspicion that the Elif’s communal nature had a little something to do with it, but just over the last few days, I’ve noticed the stress in Cora's voice, and this little bit of news is making me nervous. Be honest, Cora. It this too much for you?”

      There was a pause. “I don't think it’s too much. Not right now, anyway. I can't speak to what it will be like two months from now. This system is amazing. It cuts reaction time of the ship down to the speed of thought, and the Aether reserves it opens up are incredible. The drawback is that there are so many more systems under my control, or at least that I monitor. I guess I understand the thinking—the subsystems need to react faster, in reaction to the main components reacting faster—but I feel like a lot of this should be under the eye of a computer monitoring system. It’s like whoever designed this originally could either think faster, or they had help of some kind.”

      Sara leaned forward and put her elbows on the small desk. “I think they did have help. That’s what the core is. It has to be. When the reactor on the derelict went critical, Dr. Hess said it was because the core was no longer manually controlling it. It came from a tank just like yours, and, if I remember right, there is a place to fit a core on your tank. It’s like they knew they needed one, but didn't have one to plug into your system.”

      Grimms’s face went a little red as he frowned. “This makes sense, in a way. When the Admiral came to me and asked me to be the first officer of the Raven, he said the Elif were pushing this new ship out quicker than they liked. He implied that there was some kind of internal struggle that they were not telling humanity about. I would bet that they had this tech all along, but knew it would drive the user crazy without a core. Maybe word came down that they had found one on this colony we just evacuated, and they thought they could reverse engineer it before it became a problem for Cora.”

      Sara put her face in her hands and let out a breath of frustration. “Well I don't know how they plan to reverse engineer it. They can't even touch it! When Dr. Hess tried, it zapped him so hard it knocked him out. I don't know much about engineering something from something else, but I would bet being able to touch the object would be needed in the process.”

      “How did you get it, if it knocks out anyone that touches it?” Cora asked.

      “I pulled it out. Evidently, my high magical potential is some kind of security measure. If you have enough power to pick up the core, you must be qualified to handle it.”

      “What if we plug the core we have into my tank?”

      “Are you crazy? That sounds like one of my reckless ideas, and we only need one person making suggestions like that,” Sara said, her head cocked in wonder.

      “The captain is right,” Grimms nodded. “We don't know what that would do. We don't even know what systems the core controls. Obviously the Elif built this system from the aliens’ design, but who knows if they got it right, if they’ve never gotten their hands on a core? No, I wouldn't let that thing in the same room as you, let alone take part of your control away.” Grimms had a stern look on his face that was similar to one that Sara had seen on her father’s. It was the look someone gave you when they cared about you and were trying to keep you from hurting yourself.

      It made Sara’s respect for Grimms go up several notches.

      “Okay, I agree, that was a little reckless of me to suggest. Let’s say they do plan on reverse engineering this core…how long will that take? Am I going to go mad before they even figure out how to open it up? We just learned there is a timer on my effectiveness in this tank. It seems to me there are far too many secrets between the Elif High Command and humanity, and if this tank is any indication, they are playing fast and loose with my sanity,” Cora said, her frustration turning to anger.

      Sara flopped back in her chair, drawing a look from Grimms that said, “you are a captain, and captains shouldn't flop”.

      She sat up straighter and gave him a half smile. She thought about what she and Dr. Hess had talked about, and how to leverage that to Cora's advantage. Cora was right about the fact that they were on a deadline, and from the sound of it, they were going to miss it by a huge margin. The problem was that they had answers within reach, but the intentional way the Elif were keeping them in the dark about those answers made her nervous.

      “Why would they keep the fact that the tank system is of alien origin secret?” she mused to the room in general.

      Grimms considered the question. “Well, it could be that they thought we wouldn't use it, if we knew its origin and the history of their own testing.”

      “I suppose that could be it, but if so, then why not just wait ‘til the core was done being reverse engineered? Why give us the tech now, knowing it would cause harm to its user? Why take the chance that the core wasn’t ready in time?” Sara asked, absently petting Alister after he jumped up into her lap, circled a few times, and settled down.

      Cora spoke up. “Maybe they’re desperate. The war with the Teifen is happening a long way from here; a carrier attacking a distant research colony tells me that they have ships to spare. That means they don't have to concentrate their forces to take on the Elif. Maybe the Elif know they are losing and need us to step up our involvement.”

      Grimms gave a frown, but nodded. “Tactically, that is sound—unless the research colony was far more important than they let on. But if so, why wouldn't they have ships in orbit to protect it? The more I think about it, the more it makes sense that they are getting desperate. The Elif fleet has been taking bigger and bigger steps away from helping us build up. They gave us the tools to build our own ships, but now it seems like they are itching to get out of the Sol system at the first chance. No one of any considerable rank has been off their ships for more than an hour for the occasional meeting over the last year or so, which tells me they don't want essential personnel far away in case they need to go somewhere quickly.”

      Sara thought for a moment. “Let’s say they are in trouble. Let’s also say they are trying to set us up as an independent force. Why wouldn't they just tell us what’s happening, and help us figure out how to get this tank system working? If we ignore for a moment the fact that, without a core, the user will go mad, the system is obviously far superior to anything currently being used. If we could work together on the problem, wouldn't it solve the problem faster?” Sara asked, narrowing her eyes. “So why the secrecy? What are they hiding?”
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      Mezner came over the intercom. “Ma’am, we have a packet from command coming in now.”

      “Thank you, Ensign,” Sara replied.

      She and Grimms had been speculating for over an hour, and she felt like they were no closer to anything resembling an answer. She was worried about Cora, but Cora said she would be fine once all the systems were back online. Most everything was automated to a degree, but with the power on minimum, she had to manually monitor and adjust the systems to keep them balanced.

      “Commander, let’s see what our betters have to say, shall we?” She pulled the packet up on her desk’s tablet, while Grimms pulled it up on his own, ever-present tablet.

      She looked it over and was surprised that there was no mention of the fact that they had taken out a Teifen carrier. In fact, the orders seemed like they had been prepared before the Raven had reported back to command.

      The packet only gave the coordinates for a second destination, Colony 788, where they were being instructed to drop off the researchers and stick around until the Elif could send transport ships to pick up their people. The report stated that the Teifen had targeted the colony but made no mention of how they knew that. It also said that the Elif should be there long before the Teifen could arrive, and the Raven was to defend the colony until backup came.

      “I don't like this at all; these orders were premade. There is no mention about the Teifen carrier, or the fact that the ship is damaged and not in fighting shape,” Sara said to a frowning Grimms.

      “I feel like this may be a bit of a goose chase, Ma’am. How long are we supposed to wait? What kind of timeline are we talking about? A day, a week, a year? These feel like placeholder orders. How are we supposed to defend a colony if our ship is damaged?”

      “How long will our warp time be?” Sara asked Cora.

      “I can get us there in a few hours if I push it, but I won’t be in any shape to fight a long battle, if need be. It would be best if we could land the ship and shut everything down, keeping us from showing up on active and passive scans. Stealth is going to serve us best in my condition,” Cora said, and Sara noted that she was referring to the damage to the ship as damage to her.

      Sara frowned at that, but kept her comments to herself. “Will it be hard on you to push the jump? The faster we get there, the faster we find you somewhere to repair, while staying out of the line of fire.”

      “The warp is actually going to be the easy part. The real challenge starts when we drop out of warp, and I need to start bringing weapons online, along with drives. I’ll have to juggle power management if I want to keep any Aether in my tank. Running this ship without supplemental power is like trying to work out after running a marathon. It drains me so fast.”

      Cora’s voice held a tone of dread that Sara was familiar with from their fitness tests at the academy. Sara was the athlete between the two of them. Cora was the thinker.

      “Okay, I’ll have Connors put in the coordinates, and we can jump right away. Let’s push to get there fast, and find you a safe place to put down.”

      “We may want to get the troops prepared for deployment,” Grimms suggested as they stood to exit and head for the bridge.  “If this is a research colony, the Teifen are going to want to preserve the artifacts. We should assume there will be a ground assault.”

      “I agree. Have the men prepare for a quick exit. We want the ship in orbit for as short a period as possible.”

      Sara stepped onto the bridge, Alister right on her heels. She took her seat and ordered the coordinates entered, giving Cora the go-ahead for warp. The view compressed a little quicker than the last time they jumped, and began its slow expansion.

      Alister leapt into her lap and stared up at her expectantly. She cocked her head at him and reached up to pet him, but he ducked her hand. Catching her eye, he looked at the door to the corridor outside.

      “What?” Sara asked the little black cat.

      In answer, he jumped down from her lap and headed for the open door, looking back to see if she was following.

      Sara looked around and saw that Connors and Grimms had noticed the cat’s odd behavior.

      “I think he wants you to go with him, Ma’am,” Grimms said with a bit of a smile at the corner of his mouth.

      “Yeah. You have the bridge, Commander. I guess I have something to do,” Sara said, standing and following after Alister.

      Alister began trotting out into the corridor ahead of her. She huffed and sped up, but Alister increased his speed to keep just out of reach.

      “Where the fuck are you going?”

      Alister looked over his shoulder at her, but kept walking.

      Not wanting to look like she was chasing her cat through the corridors, Sara slowed to a normal walk, and Alister slowed in response. She thought he was leading her to their quarters, but he passed right by them without even a glance.

      Eventually she realized he was leading her to the cafeteria, and she threw her hands up. “Food? You want food? Dude, I’m on duty, here; we can eat after.”

      He didn't slow, but he did throw a dirty look her way. He continued until he came to the cafeteria's doors, which slid open at his approach. The room was fairly empty at first glance, as it was between meal times, but Alister trotted through the tables and chairs, heading for a group huddled around a table.

      It took Sara a moment to realize it was Dr. Hess and a few of his team. They had changed into the blue battlesuits that were standard issue for the ship’s crew.

      Alister jumped up onto the table, right in the middle of the Elif where they leaned in, talking in quiet tones.

      The Elif all jumped a little at the sudden, stealthy entrance. One of the women even gave a squeak and nearly flung her mug to the floor, sloshing steaming liquid onto the table.

      Dr. Hess, noting whose cat it was, turned to see Sara stalking up to the table. He stood to greet her. “Captain Sonders, it is a pleasure to see you once again. What can we do for you?” he asked, bowing ever so slightly.

      Sara stopped and put a hand to her hip. “I’m not exactly sure, doctor. You’ll have to ask my cat,” she said, gesturing to Alister as he sat licking a paw, looking innocent.

      Dr. Hess hesitantly looked to the cat then back to Sara. “Uh, he can speak?” he asked Sara in hushed tones.

      Sara gave him the best “are you crazy” look she had. “No, he’s a cat. He can't speak. Well, not really. It doesn’t matter, he led me to you, so evidently, he wants us to talk.”

      “Ah, well. I suppose I knew this was coming. I’m assuming you would like to know about your familiar?” the doctor asked, indicating an empty table where they could sit and speak in relative privacy.

      Sara noted the doctor’s mug was empty. “Would you like some more coffee? I could use a cup,” she said, heading for the closest coffee station, the doctor close behind her.

      “As a matter of fact, I was about to get a refill. Though it’s tea, not coffee,” he said slightly sheepishly. It was well known that Elif did not like the black brew.

      Sara gave him a half-smile. “We all have our flaws, doctor.”

      After getting their drinks, they sat at a table close to the coffee bar. Alister came running over and jumped up to the table so he wouldn't be left out of the conversation.

      “So, what can I do for you?” Dr. Hess said, taking a sip of his steaming mug.

      Sara looked to Alister, who jerked his head at the doctor. She squinted at the little cat, and he patted himself on the chest. It was the same gesture he had been doing the whole time she had been trying to figure out how to finish the summoning spell.

      Realization hit her like a blaster to the face.

      “Oh, shit. He might know what needs to be done to finish the spell,” she said to Alister, who sat up straighter and began to purr.

      Dr. Hess watched the interaction with intense interest and nearly jumped out of his seat when Sara spun to grab his arm in excitement.

      “You know about the summoning spells. You were surprised that I had one when we met. Why is that? And what do you know about the spell itself?” she was staring at him intently, and he leaned back from her verbal assault.

      “I, uh. I don't know all that much, really. It is a spell that doesn’t work for the Elif. Or the Teifen, for that matter.” He seemed to surprise himself with that statement, as if he had given away a secret, and continued quickly to cover for his blunder. “It is an ancient spell. The races in the past could cast it, supposedly, but the, uh, art was lost in the last war.”

      “The last war? Haven’t you been fighting this same war for thousands of years?”

      “Well, sort of. For most of that time, there were contested zones, but nothing that spilled into fully habited systems. The majority of the fighting has taken place in the last few hundred years or so, aside from the Great War, thirty thousand years ago. Like I said, it’s a really ancient spellform.”

      Sara took another sip of coffee and eyed the doctor. She pursed her lips and asked, “Do you know any of the particulars of the spell?”

      He shrugged. “Some, but nothing too specific. There are only a few accounts of the process, and those are suspect at best. There hasn't been a way to test it, since we can't summon familiars.”

      She sighed. “Well, I found the spell description in an old text while at the academy, but the actual spellform wasn’t described, so I had to make it up the best I could. I thought I had it right, because here he is, but there seems to be something missing—like a last step that needs to happen to formalize the spell, or something.”

      The doctor sat back and sipped on his tea while he considered. Eventually he frowned. “In one of the descriptions of the ritual, there is mention that the mage’s Aether mixed with the familiar’s, but it doesn't say how to do that. Sorry.”

      Sara sighed. “How would we mix Aether? It doesn't seem like he even has any.”

      “Well, how does it work? As in, what does the union do, exactly?” Dr. Hess asked, leaning in.

      Sara looked to Alister, who gave a pretty good impression of a shrug.

      “Well, when I summoned him, I immediately lost the ability to create spellforms in my mind.”

      “You can't split your mind anymore?”

      She shook her head, “No, I can split my mind just fine, I just can't make spellforms. The harder I try, the more difficult it becomes. The shapes begin to blur and become fuzzy, like trying to look at something too closely. You can make out what it is, but not the detail. And everyone knows spellforms are all about the detail.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt, but details help,” he said with a gesture for her to continue.

      “So, it took us a few days to get a system down; I won’t talk you through that process, because I don't want to strangle the little bastard. Suffice it to say, now I ask for a spell, and he gives me one. He kind of just shoves a nearly perfect spellform into my mind, and I power it with my Aether.” Sara took another drink of her coffee while the doctor took it in.

      “You say the forms are nearly perfect?” the doctor mused.

      “As far as I can tell. I barely have to power them to achieve the intended effect.”

      “But he can't cast at all?” he asked, looking at Alister sitting on the table in front of them.

      Sara reached out and pet his head. “Not as far as I know. At least, I haven’t seen him cast anything. Can you cast spells without me?” she asked Alister, who gave her his deadpan look. “Yeah, I’m going to take that as a ‘no’.”

      “So, he has the spellforms, and you have the Aether. He can give you the spellforms, so it stands to reason that you should be able to give him the Aether,” Dr. Hess said, pushing his tea to the side, forgotten for the moment.

      Alister stood up at that and patted himself on the chest, like he had so many times before.

      Sara pointed at him. “He keeps doing that, but I can't figure out what he means by it. He will show me a spellform for a second, then right before I can focus Aether into it, he takes it away and pats himself on the chest…” Sara trailed off. “Oh my god, I understand,” she said, looking down at Alister, who had a look of hope. “It’s you. It’s you isn’t it?”

      Alister jumped up and made a tight circle, then said, “Merow,” like she should have gotten this days ago.

      Dr. Hess looked confused, “What’s him?”

      Sara scooped Alister up off the table and rushed out of the cafeteria, yelling, “Thank you, doctor!” as she went.

      Dr. Hess just looked to his companions a few tables over and shrugged.
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      Sara rushed down the hall, heading to her quarters, Alister meowing the whole way. The few crewmembers she ran past must have thought their captain had gone crazy, running around with a yelling cat.

      She burst into their quarters, barely letting the doors open all the way before squeezing through. She dropped to the carpeted floor and put Alister on the ground in front of her. She bent down until her nose was almost touching his.

      “You want me to use you as a spellform, don't you?” she whispered.

      “Merowp,” he said, and licked the tip of her nose.

      She smiled.

      “So, how much Aether do I channel? Can I overload it? Will it hurt if I use too much? Or too little? What if I don't do enough? Can that hurt you?” she was losing focus. Alister could give a basic yes or no, so long as he understood the question. She tried again. “Do I use just a little of my Aether?”

      Alister gave a little hiss of disapproval.

      “Okay, more than a little. Do I use a lot?” she asked, still nose to nose with him.

      He gave her nose a lick, began to purr slightly.

      “Okay, so I use a lot. Shit. How much is a lot?” She thought about this for a minute. “Do I need to use more than I have with any one spell we have cast together?”

      He gave her nose another lick, and his purring intensified.

      She had to smile at him. He was too damn cute by half. She pulled a strand of red hair back behind her ear where it had come loose from her bun.

      A thought hit her. “Even when we were powering the shield to destroy the fighters? That was more than I've ever used in one spell.”

      He licked her nose again.

      “Seriously, dude?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

      He licked her nose.

      “Fuck,” she sighed. “Wait.” She looked him in his big, yellow eyes. “Do I need to use it all?”

      He licked her nose and then pounced around in a circle, taking a victory lap around the room. Sara stayed crouched on the floor, her mind fighting to rationalize the idea of using all her Aether on purpose.

      It made no sense. If she used all her Aether, she would literally fall apart, on the atomic scale. Most people couldn't even do it if they tried. It was a little like someone trying to punch themselves in the face as hard as they could; their body would fight hard to not let it happen. She was pretty sure she could do it, though.

      Sara heard a sigh of exasperation come from the speaker on the ceiling.

      “Cora. You’ve been listening in?” Sara said to the empty room. She sat on the floor, her feet under her butt, and her hand absently twirling the lock of escaped hair.

      “You weren’t even going to tell me, were you? You said you were back to a hundred percent. Why wouldn’t you tell me there was more to do?” Cora replied quietly. The disappointment in her voice cut into Sara.

      Sara sighed. “I didn’t want to worry you. You always expect so much from me, and I can never deliver what you want. Besides, I didn’t know what to do next, and I had the ability to cast. What did you expect me to do?”

      “I expected you to do the right thing, Sara. You’re the captain of a starship. You have a duty to the people under you, and you not being at your best is a danger to them.” Her twin’s voice had that motherly edge it got when Sara was being reckless.

      Sara shook her head. “Oh, don't give me that shit. You and I both know we are more powerful than anyone on this ship by a long shot, even if I did have a handicap. I just didn't tell you everything, and you don't like that. Well, I’m sorry, but it’s too late to do anything about it now. But I do know how to finish this spell with Alister.”

      “I’m not mad you didn't tell me everything, Sara. I’m mad that you thought you didn't need to. We’re partners; two ends of a battery that this ship runs on. If you’re compromised that means I’m compromised, and that puts this ship in danger. You just assumed that, because you had some of your powers back, you were good enough to lead the crew into danger. Power isn’t leadership. Doing what’s right even if it costs you your power is leadership. I’m disappointed you didn't learn that lesson with the rest of us, but you were probably taking that day off to find an easier way, like you always do,” Cora said, her words getting choked with emotion.

      Sara frowned. “I do not think I’m better than people because I’m powerful. I was looking for a way to live up to your impossible standards. You push and push, and I try to keep up, but you just keep pushing harder. Eventually a person stumbles when they get pushed too much.” She pounded her fist against her thigh in frustration. “I can fix this. I know what needs to be done now.”

      Cora gave a bark of laughter, “You know what to do, huh? What? Just dump all your Aether into the cat? Is that all? You know as well as I do that’s a death sentence.”

      “It’s how we finish the summoning. You heard the conversation.”

      “There was no conversation. He’s a cat. A very smart cat, I’ll grant, but still a cat. I don't know how this whole thing works, but neither do you. You’re making assumptions on the actions of a cat and the words of a half-remembered passage Dr. Hess gave you. You need to accept the fact that you did something stupid, and its cost is finally catching up to you. You cannot risk your life hours before your ship, filled with people who trust you to get them home, drops out of warp into a potentially hazardous situation, with two broken reactors, and a controller that’s barely keeping it together. This is your moment, Sara. Are you going to take the easy way and potentially leave your crew high and dry, or are you going to do the hard thing and be a fucking captain?”

      The anger in Cora's voice cut Sara to her core. She’s right, Sara thought. She’s always god damned right.

      She pulled herself up from where she was on the floor to a standing position. She smoothed out her battlesuit and wiped her eyes.

      “Come on, Alister. We have a ship to run.” She patted her shoulder, but Alister just stared at her like she was crazy. Sara finally got tired of waiting on him and left the room, heading to the bridge to finish her duty.
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      Sara was brooding in her command chair when Ensign Connors broke the silence. “We will be dropping out of warp in thirty seconds, Captain.” The bridge crew was a somber bunch, picking up on her foul mood.

      She gave a sigh and sat up straighter. “Thank you, Connors. Cora, please bring up the weapons from standby. Mezner, give me an Aetheric scan of the system as soon as we drop from warp. Keep the power low; we just need to know if we are alone, I don't need the details of their armaments. Let’s not strain Cora too much.”

      She got up and stepped into the command ring. Alister came and sat at her feet—not looking up at her, but close enough to provide spellforms if needed.

      He had moped the entire rest of the flight, but Sara was not in the mood to console him. Cora had been right, but Sara was convinced that she was also being obstinate to the entire Familiar spell. Had Sara made a mistake in preforming the summoning right before their first commission? Yes, but the potential gains of having a familiar should outweigh the cost. As long as it actually worked.

      Sara looked down at the brooding cat, but he refused to make eye contact. She sighed and powered the ring, bringing up the view bubble.

      “Five seconds. Four. Three. Engines engaged. One. Warp complete,” Connors said, his face turning to the view screen.

      With a flash, they found themselves in a new system. The target planet was close enough to see detail, but far enough away that they had space to maneuver if the enemy was already there. The planet was green and blue, not dissimilar to Earth in that respect, with large bodies of blue water and white clouds floating over green continents.

      “Scan complete, Ma’am. We’re alone. No sign of the enemy,” Mezner reported.

      “Head to low orbit, Connors, and make sure the troops are ready to move out. Mezner, scan those two moons and see which is better to land on to perform our repairs. We need to be able to hide the ship from enemy scans, so a large cave or crevasse would be perfect.”

      The ship started moving at a noticeable clip towards the planet. Sara stepped out of the command ring and took her seat next to Grimms.

      “It looks like the larger of the two moons has an extensive cave network we could set down in. The gravity is a quarter g, so we can operate without gravity generators, and the moon still has an active magnetosphere, though it is weak,” Mezner reported, reading from her console.

      “Good. Commander, I’m counting on you to get the ship repaired in as timely a manner as possible. I know the capabilities are diminished when I'm not onboard, but between you and Cora, you should be able to fight if necessary. Keep the ship hidden until you know you have the advantage. I’m going down with the troops, and I’m taking the researchers with me. They need to study this core to try and reverse engineer it, and they are going to need my help in handling it. If the Teifen arrive first and the fight looks hopeless, I want you to wait out the battle and run back to the Sol system,” Sara said to Grimms.

      He didn't argue, even though she could see he wanted to. “Aye, Ma’am,” was all he said.

      “The Elif seem to have put us in a position where that core is needed, and I’m going to make sure my sister has it available to her if it’s the last thing I do. We need to make sure these Elif find a way to reverse engineer the thing before it’s too late. You have the ship, Commander,” she said, standing and giving him a salute.

      He stood and returned the salute, moving to the chair she had just emptied.

      “Good luck, Captain,” he said, giving her a nod of approval.
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      An hour after relinquishing her command of the Raven, Sara gripped a handhold at the back of the first dropship as they plunged towards the broken city that held Colony 788. She was looking over the scans of the colony from her palm projector, while the ship rumbled and shook as it plunged through the atmosphere. Baxter was standing next to her, looking on as they went over the best places to put defenses and reinforcements. Dr. Hess sat nearby, anxious to be on the ground and back with his own people.

      Sara was in her full Aether suit, her rifle in its magnetic holster on her back, along with a pistol and combat knife strapped to her thighs—even though she had no clue how to use the knife. Alister was on her shoulder, stuffed back into his battlesuit, but with the helmet detached. The atmosphere on the planet was reported to be extremely Earth-like, even having a gravity of 1.1g.

      The colony had set up in an original city of the ancient inhabitants. It was laid out in a perfect circle, with a central, circular park that had four main roads leading into it. Each of these four quadrants were identical in layout, having five circular parks at regular intervals—laid out similar to the pattern of the fifth side of a six-sided die—and a grid of straight roads throughout the quadrant. A high wall made of a mix of stone, alloys, and hardened polymers surrounded the entire city. The colonists were concentrated in various locations, conducting salvage operations of the ancient tech. The buildings were in rubble, for the most part, just from neglect, but there were a few that still stood as monuments of the ancients’ building techniques.

      “The main concentration of colonists is here, in the central park area. They have erected a small, temporary city in the open area, but they are also using a few of the buildings still standing in the surrounding blocks,” Baxter said, comparing the map with his arm tablet’s report.

      “How many colonists are we talking about?” Sara asked, trying to think of the best strategy to fit with their equipment.

      “In total, twenty-six hundred. Only five hundred are part of the defensive force; most of the people down there are scientists or workers. There are three more locations with a concentration of people, but the center has the most with fifteen hundred. They have a network of vehicles that they use to move equipment and people, so we will have those at our disposal if necessary.”

      Sara considered this. She was supposed to protect the colonists, but the orders said nothing about what was to happen to their work while they waited for extraction. She assumed they would be packing up, but the Elif were an odd lot when it came to their science. For all she could guess, they would expect to keep working up to the minute a transport came.

      She sighed and decided on the safe route. “Once we get down, we are going to move everyone to this central location. It’s small enough that we can defend it, but should be large enough to hold everyone. Plus, we can use the buildings as shelters, if an attack is imminent. With these roads leading into the center, we should be able to get anywhere in the city quickly. I say we try and stop any advances at the outer wall, and fall back if we need to. We will have enough advanced warning to get to any section where an attack is forming. We can only hope they don't send so many troops that they have multiple fronts attacking different sections of the wall,” Sara said, shaking her head at the map slightly.

      “I think we could handle at least two fronts,” Baxter estimated. “The wall is a huge advantage, and even though there are only a thousand total fighting personnel, we could easily hold off a much larger number. Two fronts are not a problem. What we need to worry about is mages. The report didn't mention any in the Elif forces, so we must assume the twelve we have are it. Well, fourteen, including you and me. If the Teifen show up with fifty, we are screwed.”

      “They won’t have that many. From what I know about the other races, their mage birthrate is far lower than that of humans. I wouldn't be surprised if there are only a few in their entire force. If we focus on the mages, we should be able to overwhelm them quickly, so long as they stick their heads out.”

      The sonic boom of their reentry stopped any further discussion. The ship wheeled around, and in a few seconds, Sara felt the bump of the skids hitting earth. Baxter hit the ramp button, and it slammed down, letting in a chilly wind full of moisture as a heavy rain fell.

      Sara stepped down the ramp quickly and noted the other two dropships were opening up, releasing a flow of troopers and equipment. Sara saw three figures on the edge of the clearing they had landed in. She began making her way toward them, with Baxter and Dr. Hess close behind her.

      The grasses on this planet were eerily similar to tall plains grasses found on Earth. She looked around and found old growth trees in clumps around the mostly-open central park area. The distance between them and the three approaching figures closed, and she was unable to continue admiring the foliage.

      The lead figure, cloaked with a deep hood to keep out the driving rain, went in for an embrace in the Elif custom, but caught himself and extended a hand. “I’m Director Flinst, I oversee this colony, this is Commander Hurnt, he is in charge of our fighting force, and this—”

      The director was cut off as Dr. Hess stepped forward. “Silva? Silva Romis? My word, it is you,” he shouted over the rain, and quickly stepped forward, sweeping the tall Elif woman into an embrace that lifted her off her feet.

      “Dorin? Dorin Hess,” she laughed as he continued to hug her. “Put me down, you old fool.”

      The doctor obliged and turned to Sara and Baxter. “My apologies. This is Dr. Silva Romis. We were great friends at the Science Academy. I haven’t seen her in, what?” he looked at the beautiful Elif and squinted, “A hundred and ten years?”

      “Closer to a hundred and thirty.”

      “You will have to forgive my chief science officer. This is Dr. Silva Romis, she oversees the research and excavation. And you must be Captain Sonders?” Director Flinst said, getting the conversation back on track.

      Sara took the offered hand and shook. “I am. We need to get your people ready to get off planet. Is there somewhere out of the rain we can talk?”

      The Director pointed back the way they had come, and Sara could see a large building made from portable construction cubes in the distance.

      “This way, Captain. I had the printers make up some coffee, if you are interested,” she offered.

      “Sounds wonderful, director. Please, lead the way.”

      They found a half dozen Elif inside the temporary building, working away at stations set up on large tables. The director led the way to the back of the structure and into a conference room featuring a large table surrounded by chairs. There was a coffee and tea bar set up on a shelf at one end of the room. Sara and Baxter retracted their helmets, and filled a mug each with coffee. Sara took a sip and almost cringed. Printed coffee never tasted like the real thing, but it was good enough for now.

      Alister jumped from her shoulder to the table. He shook the water from himself, making the fur on his head stand on end. Dr. Romis jumped at Alister's sudden appearance; she must not have noticed the cat hunched on Sara's shoulder while they were in the rain.

      “Is that a familiar?” Dr. Romis asked, looking to Sara, but it was Dr. Hess that answered.

      “It is. I was just as shocked, but she has explained that it is a true familiar. It was proven when she was able to access high level tech due to the increased Aether flow it allows.”

      Dr. Romis turned to Dr. Hess, a look of surprise on her face. “What high level tech?”

      Dr. Hess smiled and in a conspiratorial tone said, “An intact core. She was able to open the case and extract it by hand.”

      This was too much for Dr. Romis, and her jaw hung open in shock. She looked at Sara and noted her red hair with interest.

      “We can get to the core in a minute,” Sara said, taking control of the conversation. “First we need to get the defense of the city under control. Commander Hurnt, do you have any defenses set up as of now?”

      The commander stepped forward, his Aetheric armor was almost identical to Sara and Baxter’s own, but slimmer to accommodate the tall thin Elif. He brought up a map of the city from a control panel on the side of the table. There were several marks on it. “We have gun emplacements along the outer wall, and a few here in the central park, but the rest of the colony is relatively undefended. We just don't have the manpower to cover an entire city from anything more than a small force. There are vehicles set aside for rapid redeployment, so we can get to hot spots relatively quickly. We were sent here as a last defense, though, so we don't have the resources we should. Most of the true fighters are back in the core systems.”

      Sara nodded as Baxter added the details to his own map. She considered the lay of the land. “We have reports that there is a Teifen force coming here, but we don't have a timeline or an estimate for the number of troops they will be sending. We have been assured transports are being sent to pick you up, but they are a few days away—though they should be here before the Teifen. I don't want to take any chances, so we are going to treat this as an invasion. Even if the Teifen don't attack before transports arrive, it will speed things up to have everyone here and ready to go.

      “Baxter, get with Commander Hurnt and plan the best strategy. I trust your judgment in this, and put you in charge. Just let me know where you will want me if this all goes to hell,” Sara said, dismissing the sergeant major. He left the room with the commander in tow.

      “Now, Director, are your people going to be able to take shelter in any of these buildings if we are attacked? Is there any kind of space large enough to get the civilians out of harm’s way while the fighting happens?”

      It was Dr. Romis who answered. “We have found a number of vaults that were actually built for just such an event; most are open and empty. We could get everyone down into a few of them pretty quickly. They don't have power, but there would still be a lot of rock between them and any fighting. Plus, they all have relatively defensible openings. A few soldiers could protect a large number of people.”

      “Perfect, thank you, doctor. Director, do you know where these vaults are?”

      Director Flinst nodded. “Oh, yes. I’m quite familiar.”

      “Excellent. I need you to get some of your people down into those vaults and get them prepared for an extended stay. Have power generators hauled down to provide some lighting and power. Stock as much food as you can. Get with Baxter and have him assign a few troopers to each vault for defense. We may as well act as if this is going to go badly. I would rather leave supplies behind than dead bodies.”

      The director nodded. “A good plan. I will see to it that we are ready,” she said, bowing slightly and making her way out the door, leaving the two doctors behind.

      Sara turned to them and took another sip of the awful coffee. They were poking and prodding at an irritated Alister, talking softly to each other. Sara reached out and plucked Alister from the table to save him from the scrutiny of the two scientists.

      “Doctors, we need to have a discussion, and I don't want any more half-truths from either one of you. We are here risking our lives for your sakes. Some, like my sister, are risking more than you know. So, we’re going to have a nice little discussion about cores and tanks and ancient civilizations.”

      She took a seat at the conference table and motioned for the other two to do the same. “First, I need to tell you that my sister is fighting to maintain the broken components of our warship, the Raven. If my estimations are right, the amount of damage we sustained should not be this hard for her to manage.”

      Dr. Hess interrupted. “Why is your sister still connected to the controller’s station? She should just unplug and have the systems manage the problems.”

      Sara gave him a deadpan look that spoke volumes. “I agree, Dr. Hess, but she can't quite manage to crawl out of her tank.”

      The doctor’s eyes went wide. “There is a tank system on the Raven? But… but… we don't have a working core to manage a system like that.”

      “My thoughts exactly. What’s worse is that the High Council didn't see fit to warn us of the potential danger of this system. They didn't even mention a core needing to be installed at a later date. My first officer and I can only assume that the reason the High Council would withhold this information from us is that they thought you would have a working model soon enough, and therefore we were sent to retrieve you. Because of course, of all the places we could have been sent, they send us to a planet where the only known intact core was being excavated? The coincidence is far too great.

      “So, now we need a working copy of that core programmed to work with Cora's system before the stress of running a starship with her Aether burns out her mind. And seeing as I'm the only one able to handle the core itself, I want to know what I can do to hurry this process along.” Sara sat back and took a sip of coffee as Alister settled in her armored lap.

      The two doctors put their heads together and began talking. Dr. Hess caught Dr. Romis up on the events of obtaining the core, while Sara finished her coffee and pet Alister as he napped.

      “It could take years to get a copy of a working core,” Dr. Hess finally admitted. “We don't have the first clue to how they work. We don't even know what they are made of. My people and I have not even had a chance to look at it in a laboratory environment. I don't think making a copy is possible, Captain. At least not for a very long time, and not until after examining it with equipment we don't have access to unless we go to the core planets,” he said apologetically.

      Sara slammed her mug on the table, making the Elif jump; even Alister woke up and looked around in alarm. “That is not an option. We need something to help Cora, and we need it soon. If it gets to be too much for her, then I will have to have her removed from the tank, and then there will be no way for any of us to return home. At normal grav drives, it would take a hundred years to reach Earth, and even longer to get to an Elif world. I don't want to hear about what you can't do, I need to hear about what you can.” Sara was angrier than she thought she should be, but it was her sister who was paying the price for the Elif’s trickery. She still didn't know why they would have taken the chance to put Cora in a tank in the first place.

      Dr. Hess began to reply, his face red at the rebuke, but Dr. Romis cut in. “There might be an option, but it’s a bit of a long shot.”

      “Long shots are kind of my thing, doc. What do you have?”

      Dr. Romis looked at Dr. Hess and gave him an apologetic look before answering Sara. “We have found a vault in this city that is sealed and still intact. We have found data chips and storage for all sorts of things in each of the other bunkers we’ve discovered, but the information was destroyed—likely from the self-destruct programming, which would have been triggered when we tried to force our way in. The ancients were very protective of their work. They didn't trust anyone with their knowledge, especially us.”

      Dr. Hess’s eyes went wide, and he shot a quick glance at Sara before turning back to Silva. “We can't. You know the rules.”

      She looked him in the eyes before responding. “If they have given them a ship with a tank system this prematurely, it means they think the end is near. We owe it to them, Dorin. They are going to be our legacy, and the more we help them now, the better they will be able to protect those who remain,” Silva reasoned, touching his cheek.

      If that wasn't an admission of a conspiracy, Sara didn't know what was. She let them continue, not wanting to break the moment.

      Dr. Hess glanced to Sara once more, but was unable to hold her gaze, and looked down. “You’re right, Silva. This had to come at some point, and the fact that the High Council gave them half-completed tech just shows that they are getting more desperate than they are letting on.”

      Silva turned to Sara. “There are things the Elif have kept from humanity. We were not trying to deceive you, but not telling you gave us the chance to uplift you to the point where you could fight the Teifen when they eventually found you.

      “This vault is in working order, but in standby mode. If we try to force our way in, the self-destruct programming will destroy the contents. The contents could contain construction plans for everything from ships to cores, but we are not sure. It could contain nothing more than the bodies of those left behind in the war. But if you were able to touch and remove a core, then you are qualified to open the vault.”

      Sara gave them a hard look, trying to understand, but the pieces refused to fall into place.

      “Very well. Take me to this vault, and I’ll see what I can do,” Sara said, standing and putting Alister to her shoulder, where he climbed up and held on.

      The two Elif made their way around the table, as if they were heading off to their own executions.
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      “It’s the central most vault, under what we believe was the seat of government for the city. The building is just on the edge of this park,” Silva said, leading the way through the rain.

      Sara got on the comm with Baxter once they were weaving their way through the grass and occasional trees. The rain had let up, lessening from the raging downpour when they had first arrived to a steadier shower.

      “Baxter, I’m going to be heading into an unopened vault here in the city. The director seems to think it may have information on the cores, maybe even on how to make one. Be sure the city is fortified by the time I get out. I have a bad feeling about this whole situation.”

      Baxter replied after a few seconds. “Aye, Ma’am. The defenses should be up in the next twenty minutes. We have AA guns setting up now, and the armored division is getting their suits ready as we speak.”

      The armored division was made of troopers in heavier Aether suits. These suits stood ten feet tall and were armed with large, heavy rifles that could fire small gauss rounds, and shoulder mounted cannons and missiles. Sara was glad they had them in addition to the AA guns. A heavy trooper could take out a fighter ship just as easily, but were far more mobile and could be used in ground combat, as well.

      “Good to hear, Baxter. Do you know where you will need me, if it comes down to it?”

      “I decided to make you more of a floating stop gap. Your powers will be useful in an all-out fight, but, to be honest, you’re far too valuable to be used on the front line, Ma’am. We still need to get home,” he said, a little apologetically.

      Sara knew he was right. She wasn’t a trooper; her first duty was to the ship. It still didn’t feel great to be seen as the backup.

      “You’re right, I need to keep myself safe for the rest of the crew. But I’ll be breaking out a can of whoop ass, if I get the chance.”

      Baxter gave a chuckle. “Yes, Ma’am. I look forward to seeing that. I’ll hold down the fort while you see if there is anything we can do for Cora.”

      Sara smiled, and jogged a little to catch up to the two doctors. They came to a large building that had a turn-of-the-century, Romanesque look to it.

      There’s an evolution to everything, including architecture, she marveled.

      The building itself was in relatively good shape, in that it was still standing, but as soon as they went through the opening where three sets of doors had once stood, Sara could see that the roof had collapsed so long ago that there was a small forest growing in the rubble.

      Dr. Romis led them to a set of stone stairs that had been cleared by her people, and lit with temporary lighting installed along the walls. She led them down into a basement, and Sara was struck by how much it looked like any other basement in a typical building on Earth. There were distinct and alien differences—like the flooring not being tile or wood, but some type of polymer, along with no apparent lighting other than what had been strung up by the scientists—but overall, a hall looked like a hall.

      There were openings where doors had hung at one time, but there was no sign of those materials now. If they had been wooden, they had disintegrated beyond even a pile of rubble. After a few turns and another set of stairs leading down what Sara guessed was three floors, they came to a hall that ended in a large door.

      Sara was surprised at how much it looked like the entrance to a bank vault, with large, thick, alloy slabs set in a stone and metal frame. There were workstations set up near the door, but the space for twenty feet in front of it was clear. Even the dust and debris had been swept away, leaving the door looking as if it was nearly brand new.

      “Here we are,” Dr. Romis said, flourishing a hand like a game show host.

      “Wow, that is impressive. So, what do you need me to do? Is there a scanner or something, like on the core’s box?” Sara said, stepping past the two and taking in the door, her hands on her hips.

      There was a hesitation, and Sara turned to see Dr. Romis shrug. “I have no idea. There has been no activity from it since we uncovered it. We monitor it constantly, but it’s powered down, as far as we can tell.”

      Sara frowned, and turned back to the door. “What do you think, Alister? Do we need to magic this thing open, or what?” She caught Alister’s shrug from her periphery, and that put a smile on her face. She was enjoying the little shit more and more.

      After a few minutes of consideration, Sara decided to take a closer look and started walking toward the huge door. A clunk vibrated from it once she reached within an arm’s length, and Sarah stopped at once to look at everything, but she couldn’t see any difference.

      “Oh my, it’s giving off a faint signal. There’s power running through it,” Silva reported from behind her, watching the monitors.

      “Well, that’s something,” Sara said, examining the door closely. Unlike a bank vault door, there were no handles to turn or combinations to enter. She thought about the scanner she had pressed her thumb to when retrieving the core and had an idea.

      Releasing her glove and letting it open, she freed her right hand and pressed it to the center of the door. Nothing seemed to happen, and then there was the whining sound of a servo motor. Sara pulled her hand away, closing the glove with a thought, and attempted to raise a shield, cursing when the spellform wouldn't come.

      “Shield,” she said a little too desperately for her liking—but Alister gave her what she asked for, and a spellform blazed to life. She fed it with power, and a golden bubble wrapped around her in an instant.

      The shielding, it turned out, was not necessary. The whining was the sound of the motor pulling in the lock pins around the edge of the door. When the whining died down, a second grinding sound was accompanied by a hiss of pressure escaping the vault as the atmospheres balanced. The door began a ponderous swing open, and Sara had to back up to let it pass in front of her.

      It took nearly a minute for the door to open all the way, revealing a dark interior. It was the black of long dark places not seen for thousands of years. Chills ran down Sara's spine, as she realized she was about to step into a preserved tomb of ancient history.

      Sara dropped the shield and motioned for the two of them to come closer. “Stand beside me, I’m going to put a shield around us. I don't want to come across any more automated defenses, like we did on the derelict.”

      The doctors came and stood beside her, looks of wondrous anticipation on their faces. Sara powered the new shield Alister gave her, this one a little larger than the last, but small enough to still fit through the round opening of the vault.

      Sara turned on the headlamps in her suit and stepped into the darkness.
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      Stepping through the circular door, the golden orb of her shield shimmering in the dark, Sara was surprised there were no laser blasts to welcome her. She swept her headlamps from side to side, but all she could make out was empty darkness. After a few shuffling steps, she reached the center of a room.

      “Most of the vaults we entered were large facilities used for storage. This looks more like a lobby,” Dr. Romis said, squinting. “I think that’s an elevator,” she pointed at the vague outline of a double door on the opposite wall.

      Sara took a few steps forward and had to agree; it did look like an elevator.

      “Well, shit. How are we supposed to use that without pow—”

      She cut off her words as a hum began below her feet, and she dropped into a defensive position. It felt familiar, and it took her a moment to realize it was reminiscent of the ever-present hum on the Raven.

      It was a reactor starting up somewhere below them.

      After a pregnant second of fear and uncertainty, the lights slowly came on. The brightness gradually ramped up, as if the circuits were waking from a deep sleep. Soon the chamber filled with a soft white light, revealing a white, circular room. An elevator was on the far side, with slits in the wall to the left and right of its doors; there appeared to be barrels of some kind of gun sticking out of each slit, but they didn’t move.

      Sara approached a slit to peer inside and saw that the rooms on the other side were pillboxes where the main entrance could be defended. The guns were obviously unmanned, and the rooms beyond filled with dusty boxes she assumed contained ammo. The guns were traditional firearms, as evidenced by the chain of bullets fed into the sides. The make was unfamiliar, but the form was undeniable.

      “Okay, that is really strange. It’s like looking at artifacts from an alternate reality. That is a fifty-caliber machine gun, but I’ve never seen a design quite like it,” Sara said, examining the artifacts.

      “Everything looks brand new,” Dr. Hess said, examining a pristine wall. “How can this be so old and not show signs of deterioration?”

      “We hypothesized the vaults were hermetically sealed; this is the first one I’ve seen that was not destroyed when we opened it up. Up until now we were just guessing, but the condition of this place proves they were actually sealed and not just closed up,” Dr. Romis said, leaning down and looking through the slit with Sara.

      The lighting coming from some unknown source set Sara’s teeth on edge. “Let’s see if we can get the elevator working.”

      She stepped up to the double doors of the elevator and looked for a button, but saw nothing on the wall. She let her hand free of the suit and touched the metal of the door itself. There was a blue line that scanned over her fingers from inside the metal, as if the whole door were a scanner. Sara pulled her hand back, and the doors slid open silently, revealing a large cargo elevator. She looked at the two scientists and shrugged as she led the way in.

      There were no buttons inside to select a floor, but the doors closed as soon as they were inside, and the car began to lower with a jerk. Nothing indicated a floor, or depth, but Sara guessed they were traveling a long way. They rode in silence for approximately a minute before the car began to slow and finally stop, the doors sliding open.

      Sara first noticed the two machine gun boxes facing the elevator. They were set up on the floor of a massive room that had to be at least three stories high, and fifty or more meters wide and deep. The lights were on, revealing long lines of bunks set up in rows. Small rooms were built in the corners, with windows and doors looking over the main room. It looked more like a barracks than a refuge, and Sara reasoned that it was a barracks of a sort. On the far side, she could see a set of double doors that opened into a hall leading deeper into the underground complex.

      “The skeletons,” Dr. Hess said quietly.

      Startled, Sara looked at him, but he was staring at the beds. She took a closer look and, with horror, realized that most of the beds contained a skeleton covered with a blanket.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” Sara said, keeping her voice quiet for some reason.

      She motioned for them to follow and walked around the gun embankments to the first row of beds. A dark brown skull stared blankly up from a rotten pillow. It looked human, but then all the races’ bones looked similar. She began walking to the other end of the room, heading to the hall. The skulls of the long dead stared blankly to the heavens as they passed, sending shivers down Sara's spine.

      She felt Alister's grip tighten, and she noticed he was staring at a particular bed. She glanced over and saw that a body was covered like the rest, but unlike on the other beds, there was a second, small skeleton curled up beside it on top of the blanket. She leaned in and saw it looked like a small animal of some kind, not unlike a cat.

      It’s a familiar, she realized.

      She reached up and patted Alister before moving on.

      The hall proved to hold several doors leading to supply closets and other such facilities, but a pair of double doors at the end of the hall held the small group’s attention, and they made their way to them.

      There was another scanner on the wall next to these doors, and Sara put her thumb to it. After the light passed beneath her thumb, there was a clack of bolts sliding to the open position, and, in a sudden rush, the doors slid open.

      They found a control center inside with a large darkened view screen on the far wall. There were rows of consoles—each powered, but with no information on their screens. They stepped into the room, and the doors slid closed behind them.

      “I’m pretty sure there are no automated defenses in here, Captain. You can drop the shield, if you’d like,” Dr. Romis said, eager to explore the room.

      “I think you’re right. Stay close, though, just in case.” Sara dropped the shield, and the two doctors immediately disregarded her words and spread out to examine the pristine equipment.

      Like kids in a candy shop, she thought, shaking her head.

      Sara looked around, trying to determine the purpose of the control room. What is it controlling?

      She walked around the row of consoles, noting that the three rows were tiered, each with about ten stations and a clear view of the main screen. The whole setup reminded her of photos of Kennedy Space Center, back when humans were first traveling to space.

      Alister jumped from her shoulders and began smelling his way along the back row, while each doctor had a face planted in a console, trying to understand the ancient setup.

      Sara noticed a booth behind and above the entrance, with a set of stairs to either side of the double doors they had just come in through. She headed up a set to investigate the glass fronted booth. As soon as she crested the window, she was met by the empty gaze of a skeleton seated in one of the two swivel chairs in the tiny room. The back wall of the room was full of what Sara thought to be racks of servers, their little lights blinking in random patterns. She opened the narrow door on the side of the booth by pressing turning a handle, much like she would on Earth.

      “Docs, you should come up here and check this out,” Sara said, taking in the skeleton, which was slightly skewed to the side where the body had slumped.

      It sat at a desk with a set of monitors arrayed in front of it, facing a screen that was blank except for a cursor blinking in the top left corner. The skeleton’s hand rested on top of a box on the floor next to its chair—a box very similar to the one that had been attached to the tank where they had retrieved the core.

      Dr. Hess saw it as well, and his eyes went wide. “Is there a core in that box?”

      Sara examined it and found the little scanner pad in the side. The box unlatched, once she pressed her thumb to it. The sudden movement jarred the hand bones, and they fell apart, causing a chain reaction that traveled up the skeleton’s arm to the rest of its body. Sara jumped back as, with a clatter, the skeleton fell apart, bones bouncing on the ground, shattering with the impact.

      Once the bones and pieces settled, she leaned in and flipped the lid of the box open. There, sitting loosely in the socket, was a silvery sphere, warping the reflection of Sara's faceplate as she stared into the shiny surface. She could see that the core had been un-cradled, likely when she had pressed on it, and it was loose enough to pull out. She reached down and picked it up, the cool surface as slick as the one in her belt pouch.

      She looked to the two doctors, who stared at the sphere like it was a holy object. Alister reached out from where he sat on her shoulder and smacked the top of the sphere with a paw, as if telling her to drop it. His actions weren’t urgent, like she was in danger, but more like he wanted her to put it back. She cocked her head at him, and he smacked the sphere again, then looked at the socket.

      Each time Alister smacked the core, the two Elif’s breath caught in their throats. Sara found that a little funny, but understood what Alister was saying. She put the core back in the box and this time pressed it in until it clicked. She could see her thumb print marring the perfectly reflective surface when she pulled her hand away. A ring of lights began coming on around the socket, as if it were filling a gauge to full power. Sara noted the core had begun spinning in its cradle; if it were not for the smudge she’d left on its perfectly reflective surface, she would never have noticed it spinning at all.

      Suddenly, the control room came to life. All the monitors lit up and started to scroll data across their screens. Sara couldn't read any of it, but the characters seemed almost familiar, as if several different foreign languages were combined into one.

      Dr. Romis pulled out a tablet and started recording the words as they flashed across the screen. “It’s a boot log. The system’s coming online.”

      “You can read that?” Sara asked, looking at the tablet.

      “Oh, yes. We have records of this language from when we were allies. We can understand the spoken language through the translation device,” Dr. Hess said, indicating the small button on his collar that almost all Elif wore. Sara had thought it was some kind of racial emblem, or military device.

      “Wait, the Aether doesn’t translate language for you, like it does for humans?” she asked.

      She realized this was probably common knowledge, but she’d skipped a lot of the cultural classes in favor of the magical and tactical ones.

      Dr. Romis smiled, a far-off look coming to her eye. “Oh, humans have the most amazing abilities. Your connection to the Aether is so ingrained in your souls that the Aether translates for you. It is literally a byproduct of being human and having Aether sensitivity.”

      That sounded right to Sara, though she could honestly not remember learning it in school. “So written language is not translated through the Aether?”

      “No, because writing is an actual artifact that is put on a screen, whereas spoken language is an intent. The Aether can transform that intent into something the receiver can understand. It’s very similar to how a spellform works. Everyone has their own little twists to a spellform that tells a story about what they want the Aether to do. A fireball spellform looks different from different people.”

      “Yes, but there is a perfect way to cast a fireball. There is a true spellform that produces the perfect fireball,” Sara said, thinking of the spellforms Alister gave her and how close to perfect they were.

      “That is true, but even when the spellform is not perfect, it carries the intent of a fireball – that is why a fireball is still produced. That’s how language works. You say something, and I receive what I think you mean. Language is imperfect, but it is a medium to communicate. Is there a language that can encompass every subtle meaning and nuance? Perhaps, but we don't know what it is,” Dr. Hess said.

      Dr. Romis cut in at that. “It could be argued that spellforms are the perfect language. There is a study being conducted back on the homeworld where…” She trailed off as the system finished its boot sequence and came online fully.

      They all leaned in, Dr. Romis holding her tablet up to the screen to show a translated representation. It was a basic interface, similar to what the Elif had introduced to humanity, but there was a window open in the center of the screen that held a paused video of a blurred person leaning in. Sara recognized the banks of servers behind the blurry figure as being the same ones that were behind them.

      “That’s them,” she said, pointing at the crumbled skeleton. “I think they left a recording.”

      Sara reached for the screen to play back the video, but Dr. Hess grabbed her arm, stopping her.

      “Captain,” he hesitated. “I don't know what this person has to say, but just keep in mind there are reasons the High Council kept things from humanity. We were not trying to deceive you, not really. There was just no way to work out the details fast enough for you to listen to us.”

      Sara raised an eyebrow, but Dr. Romis continued where she left off. “The Elif are humanity’s allies. We always have been—but in war, some things get muddy. Just understand that whatever is said on this video, it is not how the Elif think anymore. We saw the flaw in our thinking right away, but by then, it was too late,” she said, her head downcast.

      Sara felt a chill run through her, looking at the two of them. They seemed like they wanted to apologize, but about what, she had no clue.

      She frowned and started the video.

      The image of the person focused as it came to life. Sara was rocked. It all made sense, in some twisted way. She looked to the two scientists, her face tight with anger. Neither one would meet her eye, focusing on the video instead.

      The figure was a man. A human man. She could have walked right by him on a sidewalk and never have known he was not from Earth. He looked sickly, with sunken eyes and gray skin. His hands shook slightly as he reached down and laid one on the back of a small foxlike creature that was curled in his lap. It barely flicked an ear in response to the touch. His uniform looked military in nature, very similar to the battlesuit she was wearing at that moment. He was older, looking maybe fifty, with a gray mustache, and cropped, gray hair. He cleared his throat, which led to a coughing fit. His free hand came away from his lips with blood on it. The small fox didn’t move, though Sara could see its chest rise and fall in short breaths.

      Staring into the camera, he began to speak, his voice raspy but deep and commanding. “I don't know if anyone will see this, but I feel it is my duty to have a condensed record of what happened here,” he said, taking a deep breath before continuing. “We lost all contact with the fleet two months ago. Our communications were working, but the fleet was not responding. We tried to contact the core, but again there was no answer. For two months, we were on high alert, waiting for the Teifen or Galvox to attack. An attack was the only reasonable explanation for the communications blackout. Then we picked up on ships entering the system. It was the Elif; they had sent two capital ships, along with nearly their entire battle fleet. We thought we were finally saved. We were very wrong.”

      The man had another coughing fit, and spit a large amount of blood to the side of the chair. Sara looked down and imagined she could still see the stain it had made. He took another deep breath and continued. “They answered our calls and reassured us that the problem with communications was a local one, and that they would send down ships to evacuate the planet, due to a large Teifen force coming in. They had us gather everyone in designated areas for pickup. When the ships came down, though, they didn't land. Instead, they let loose a fine mist, coating everyone. The ships didn't even slow down as they sprayed us.

      “At first, we were confused, but when the least Aetherically-tuned people started seizing and dying, we understood. The Elif had betrayed us. They were doing what the Teifen could not: using their knowledge of genetic manipulation to destroy us. It took two days to figure out what they had sprayed us with, but our scientists did eventually find the answer; a solution that ate its way into our DNA. It was too late to rectify, unfortunately. It changed us from the inside out, caused us to grow tumors, and mutated our organs to the point that they stopped working. Worst of all, it shut down our ability to connect with the Aether. They shut us out from magic.”

      He lapsed into another coughing fit, this one lasting far longer. He was slumped over by the end of it, and Sara thought he had died—as he was in a position strikingly similar to that of what she now knew to be his skeleton—but he came awake with a jerk, wiping a bloody hand over his face, ignoring the smears on his cheek and forehead. The fox on his lap made a feeble attempt to right itself after its master’s sudden movements, but it couldn’t find the strength and its back paw slid off the man’s thigh, to dangle lifelessly in the air. The man gently scooped the small creature up and placed him on the chair beside him before continuing. “The Elif are the only race besides our own who know the art of genetic manipulation. They had to have done this of their own volition; the Teifen could not have had a part in it, and the Galvox are barely better than rodents when it comes to finer sciences. Somehow, the Teifen turned our first and only ally against us. My guess is that the Elif couldn't fight back, and determined they had to save themselves with a deal.”

      His eyes lost focus for a second as he thought. “Cowards,” he whispered.

      Sara saw both doctors cringe at the word, but they stayed silent.

      Seemingly lost in thought, he reached over and gently stroked the ear of the fox, a sad smile on his face as a bloody red tear rolled from his eye. He took another deep breath to refocus and continued. “I’m the last one. Everyone else is dead, including my twin and Cilia, his familiar. They suffered; slowly turning into piles of sludge. The pixies that accepted the contract die along with us. It seems the gene weapon didn’t affect them, but when their partners die their shared life force is snuffed out as well.”

      He turned to the fox, and with new bloody tears said, “I’m so sorry, Rika. I would break the contract if I could.”

      Choking out a sob, he kept a hand on the foxlike creature’s back. In a move that Sara had seen from Alister on multiple occasions, the fox flicked an ear, as if to say, “I know you would, but it’s all right.” The move brought a tear to her eye, suddenly and violently wrenching at her emotions. She instinctively reached up and gave Alister a loving squeeze.

      “If anyone finds this, I’ve loaded the entire account onto the core. Take it, then leave this place. And if you see an Elif, do me a favor, and slit their throat. We gave them the key to the stars, and they repaid us with treachery.”

      He reached up and switched the camera off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      Thick silence filled the small room as they all stared at the blank screen. Lines of thought blazed their way through Sara’s head, connecting all the little inconsistencies she had come across in dealing with the Elif. While the secrecy had somewhat made sense to her, the man’s last words confused her. He implied that it was humans who had uplifted the Elif, not the other way around. She had been taught that Elif and human relations had started thirty years ago, just a few years before she and Cora were born, but this recording proved that was an enormous lie. The Elif had cast humanity from the stars, not brought them to the stars.

      She slowly turned to the two doctors, who had taken several steps back—out of fear or respect, she was not sure, though she supposed it didn't really matter. Sara popped the side of her forearm open, revealing the interface for programming the armor.

      “Load the translation program so I can read this language through the suit’s optics,” she said, extending the arm to Dr. Romis. The doctor jumped forward and, using the tablet, transferred the program into her suit.

      Sara stepped over to the second chair, and saw the skeleton of the small foxlike creature, still curled in the same position it had been in at the end of the video. She didn’t know why, but she felt she should pay respects to the small creature. Clasping her hands, she bowed her head, “May you find peace on the other side,” she said, solemnly. She stayed there, letting the silence fill her, till she felt Alister give her a lick on the cheek. She looked over at him, and he had a contented look on his little black face, even if his yellow eyes were moist with tears. He rubbed his cheek on hers and gave her a deep rumbling purr. She hadn’t done much, but Alister seemed to appreciate the effort.

      Feeling that the moment was over and good, she scrolled through the options on her arm tablet to find the new translation program. Once it was initialized, she sat down at the console and began to search through the files.

      She quickly found information on the construction of several devices and ships, some of which made anything the United Human Forces were currently using look like dump trucks. She came across plans for a dreadnought that would take more building materials than were currently being utilized in the entire fleet. It was massive and dangerous looking. A planet killer.

      She scanned through the plans, uploading everything to the core as she went. The list was impossibly long and full of things she had never dreamed could be possible: drives that would instantly transverse huge distances, instead of having to warp through the space between, cannons that used anti-matter generators to create tiny black holes that could be shot at the enemy to rip them apart, theoretical teleporters, and on and on. She marveled at it all, but slammed her fist onto the desk in frustration when she could find nothing on the construction of cores. She uploaded everything, the whole system, and, to her surprise, it fit in the core. All of it. She wondered why they even needed the servers, but dismissed the thought, not knowing enough to understand what the advantages would be.

      When it was all done, she found the connecting cables to the core’s box and unplugged them. Using the suit’s increased strength, she lifted the whole thing from its cradle and carried it out of the room. The box was not so large that it was a problem to carry, but it was large enough she had to move it side to side to see down the stairs.

      She made her way out, through the rows of the dead, and back to the elevator. The two Elif followed closely behind, and were able to get on the lift before the doors closed.

      At the moment, Sara wasn't sure she cared if they made it.

      The lift shot up its shaft, and the ride up was uncomfortably silent. The doctors shuffled their feet like scolded children.

      The doors slid open, and Sara stepped out, heading out of the basement and into a cloudy afternoon. The rain had finally let up, and she was greeted with gray skies, much like she would find in the Midwest back on Earth.

      “Baxter, meet me back at the dropships,” she said into her comm.

      Not waiting for a response, she trudged the box across the temporary city to the clearing where the three dropships waited, her boots sinking into the wet ground and squelching mud up around them. Alister hunkered down on her shoulder, throwing glances at every Elif they passed.

      Baxter met her halfway to the ship and fell in beside her. “What’s in the box, Captain?”

      “Everything, Baxter. Everything is in this box. We need to get this up to the Raven right now, and I need our best people working on it. This is a core loaded with every bit of knowledge this planet had. There are plans for warships and tech we can only imagine,” she said, making her way up the ramp. She set the box in a cargo slot and began strapping it down.

      “How are we supposed to get to the info?”

      “Just plug in a monitor and start the thing up. I left the core in its cradle, and I'm pretty sure it is still running. If they can just get an image from it, they will have access to everything. I need them to find a way to make a new core that will work with Cora's tank. Have them spend as much time as they need; they have my permission to try anything Cora deems safe.”

      “You want me to take it up? Why don't we have one of the specialists do it? There could be an attack while I'm gone, and running errands is not where I will be most helpful,” Baxter said, cocking his head to the side.

      Sara thought on it, and he was right. It would be a waste of resources to send him; she didn't need to send anyone but the pilot.

      “I’m sorry, you’re right, of course,” she said, turning to go down the ramp, but keeping an eye on the box the whole time. “Send for the pilot, and have them take this up to Grimms right now. I don't want there to be a chance for an attack to keep us from getting it to the Raven.”

      Baxter nodded, and from his body language she knew he was talking to the pilot. Sara sent a request to Grimms on a private channel and waited for him to pick up.

      Ten seconds later, a window opened in her HUD, and Grimms slid into view, sitting at the desk in the ready room.

      “I saw the call was private, so I came in here. How are things on the surface?” he asked, his face more round in the quarter gravity of the moon.

      “The defense is nearly complete, and the locals are cooperating. In fact, they are cooperating so well that I think they just violated official Elif orders. Grimms, you’re not going to believe this,” she said, shaking her head at the enormity of it all.

      “What?” he said, his eyebrows rising slowly.

      Sara checked to be sure the call was encrypted and that her external speakers were turned off. She took a breath. “Humans were the first race to make it into space. We found the Elif and uplifted them not the other way around. We’ve been around a lot longer than we’ve been led to believe.”

      “What? That makes no sense, Captain,” he said, confusion causing his eyes to dart for answers.

      “I don’t think Earth is our homeworld, Commander,” Sara said, her voice low.

      Grimms was silent for a moment considering her words. The fact that he didn’t immediately call her crazy said more about him as a leader than anything she had seen form him so far. “How do you know this?” he finally asked.

      “It’s all on a core I’m sending up. All you have to do is plug its case into a monitor of some kind,” she said as the pilot came running up to the dropship. She waved for him to come closer, and flipped open her data port, indicating he should do the same. She began transferring the translation program. “I’m sending a translation program from the Elif with… Tanners,” she told Grimms, glancing at the pilot’s name tag. “You will need to run the program to read the files. I couldn't find plans for making a new core, but I didn't have much time to look. Find out what you can, and get Cora fixed up as quickly as possible.” She took a breath, trying to think like a captain. “Grimms, keep this to a small, trusted group. The last thing we need right now is for humans to start distrusting the Elif before we really know what happened. There is a video file on the screen you need to watch by yourself before anyone else sees it. Once you do, show it to Cora. She always knows what’s best.”

      Tanners turned to leave once the program was loaded, but Sara grabbed his arm and took off the pouch she was wearing with the first core in it and handed it to him. “Give this to Commander Grimms as soon as you get aboard. Do not, under any circumstances, touch it. It will shock you unconscious. You understand?”

      The pilot saluted. “Yes, Ma’am”

      “Good, now get the hell back to the ship as quickly and safely as you can,” she told him, letting go of his arm.

      “I’m sending the first core up with the pilot, as well,” she told Grimms.

      “I heard. I’ll be in touch, Captain. Now I need to get Chief Sabine to help me prepare for our new toy.”

      Sara broke the communication and stepped back as the dropship’s grav engines began to lighten her suit. She got out of the way just in time, as the pilot took her words to heart and punched it; the sonic boom was nearly instantaneous as the ship went supersonic in less than two hundred meters. Sara could see that some of the Elif close by had been knocked to the ground by the boom, and she smiled—then she felt horribly for thinking ill of their—now—allies.

      This was going to be a confusing report to write.
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      Sara sat on a crate against the wall of the command tent away from the stations, monitoring the surrounding area in the temporary headquarters Baxter’s troops had set up. Her helmet and gloves were retracted, and she held a hot cup of coffee, sipping on it absentmindedly. Alister sat at her feet, his yellow eyes reflecting the dim lights in the tent, as he watched the soldiers who were acting as lookouts.

      He was pissed, and Sara was sure she understood why. They had an answer to the Familiar spell, and she was hesitant to use it. But Cora had been right that Sara was not in a position to try something, when she didn't know what the outcome could be.

      What if it cripples my abilities, like it did when I first summoned him, and the Teifen show up? What if the spell doesn’t work at all, and I just end up killing myself by expending all my Aether?

      There were too many questions that she just didn't have the answers for.

      Sara suddenly smacked her forehead, causing Alister to jump at the sudden movement. “Why didn't I look it up on the core?”

      Alister cocked his head at her question, screwing up an eye as he tried to figure out what she meant.

      “The Familiar spell. Why didn't I look it up? It was probably there in the data somewhere. If they were storing information about the tech, why wouldn't they have info on spells?” she explained to Alister, who, for his part, just rolled his eyes and jumped into her lap.

      She had to pull her coffee out of the way so he didn't knock it out of her hand, but once he was up there, he stood on his hind legs and put his front paws on her chest, stretching his neck till his nose was nearly touching hers. He bumped his nose on the tip of hers, the cold wet sending a shiver through her. He looked deep into her eyes, and said, “Merow.”

      A breath of a laugh shot from her nose, but the little cat was being serious.

      Sara sobered. What he was being serious about, she didn't know; but she also knew he was intelligent, and she didn't want him to think she didn't respect that.

      “What? You want me to just trust you?”

      He licked the tip of her nose.

      “The thing is, I do trust you, buddy. I just can't risk leaving my crew without a captain. I understand that we are going to need to do this, but we need to wait for a time when things aren’t quite so desperate,” she said by way of apology.

      He growled and narrowed his eyes.

      Her own eyes went a little wide at that. He had never growled at her! Even if he was a tiny cat, hearing the angry sound so close was intimidating.

      “Look, man, I can't risk it. How do you know there will be no side effects?” She shook her head and held out a hand palm-up when he made no move to respond. “What, no answer? That’s my point, Alister. I can't take the chance.”

      He broke eye contact and dropped to the floor. His body language screamed irritation, but there was nothing she could do about it right then.

      “We have a ship that just dropped from warp, Sir,” one of the soldiers said, his voice loud and clear.

      Baxter came running down the row of stations and leaned over the desk, peering at the monitor. Sara stood up and jogged to the station and saw the signature of a ship coming in hard from half an AU.

      “Telemetry is confirming a Teifen carrier. They are deploying ships; it looks like ten fighters and twenty troop transports,” the soldier reported.

      Sara could see the little blips spreading out from the main carrier. They began to burn hard for the planet, while the carrier continued coming in at its slower pace. It appeared they planned to come in hot and try to take the colony by surprise. Hopefully, she could surprise a few of them instead. Without the amplifiers in the ship, she couldn't project shields quite big enough to protect the whole central park of the city, but she could protect a significant portion of it from the fighters for a time. She would have to rely on the other specialists to protect their districts.

      “At current speeds, they will make landfall in ten minutes, sir.”

      Baxter stood and opened his palm projector. A small map of the area sprang up, showing the deployment of troops, both human and Elif. “We are all centralized, and every company has a specialist to protect them, but those fighters are going to rake the shit out of us ‘til their ground troops can get here. We need to take them out quickly, if we are going to survive the next hour,” he said to Sara as he examined the empty ground around the city.

      “Luckily, they don't know we’re here,” she reminded him. “We should have the element of surprise in the first attack. Also, their ships are small enough to land in the city’s parks, so they will be flying in nice and close for our AA guns to rip them apart.”

      She looked at Baxter, who furrowed his brow in concentration. “Only if they don't know we have AA guns. That would mean not taking out the fighters as they come in for their first pass. That would let us take out some of the transports, but then the fighters are free to come back around to pepper us from long range. Basically, we take out the fighters, or we take out the transports.”

      “Which of the two will go down easier?” Sara asked.

      Baxter nodded his head side to side as he considered. “The transports are more heavily armored, but slower. We could hammer them as they come in and continue as they try and fly out. We would take out half of them in the first go. Then the fighters would target the AA, and we would lose them. The fighters are less armored and easier to take out, as long as they don't evade too well. A surprise AA attack would probably take out two thirds of their force—maybe more, depending on our luck and their reaction. Either way, they get boots on the ground.”

      “We’re better prepared to fight a ground war, though. I say we take out the fighters, but this is your battle, Sergeant Major. I’m just the backup,” Sara said, taking a step back.

      Baxter weighed the options, and then barked out orders to take out the fighters.

      “Each mage in a group is to shield incoming fire for their company, and wait for the ships to close in for better firing solutions with the AA guns. If for whatever reason they continue to come in with the transports, switch to those after taking shots at the fighters. Use the heavy armor to supplement the AA guns, and use those missiles. We need to take out as many as possible,” he shouted, his voice coming over her comms as well as filling the room.

      “I’m going to shield the command tent and as much of the surrounding area as possible,” Sara said, turning to go.

      “Good luck, Captain,” Baxter said to her retreating back.

      She turned and snapped a salute. “You as well, Sergeant Major.”

      Then she and Alister were outside, the tent flap falling behind them to close off the sounds of soldiers organizing a battle.

      The afternoon was still, the air smelling clean and fresh after the day’s rainfall. Sara took a deep breath, enjoying it while she could. With a mental command, she closed her helmet and gloves, the smell of sweat and recycled air filling her nostrils. Alister jumped to her shoulder and gave her an expectant look.

      “We’re going to need a big shield. Something to cover this whole area, if we can manage it. The ships use missiles and gauss rounds, so something hard, but not so hard it will shatter. I have a feeling we are going to be taking the brunt of this assault,” she told him conversationally.

      A spellform blazed in her mind, and she examined it. It was strong, but she didn't like the shape. It was just a dome, so the fire would not be deflected so much as absorbed.

      “Remember the wedge shield I had you make in that first space battle? Let’s try something like that, but one that points up and out at an angle, say like that,” she said, holding out an arm at an angle just above the closest building.

      Alister considered this, and the spellform morphed while she watched.

      She nodded in approval. “Good, let’s make the base twice as strong, though. The leading edge doesn’t need to have the same thickness. Any missiles or mass rounds will be sliding down to the ground, and the explosions will need to be kept from breaking through.”

      The spellform changed just slightly, and she was satisfied.

      “Good. That should do well. Now put a dome over the opening to close us in, just in case something comes over the top edge.”

      Alister added a second spellform in her mind, and immediately smashed them together. It was similar to how she had done the Familiar spell, but without the rotating. She marveled at his ability to manipulate the forms with such ease.

      “Wow. You know I tried that when I was combining the spellforms to summon you,” she said, examining the complex form in her mind.

      Alister cocked his head, “Merp?”

      She laughed, “No. It didn’t work. I had to trick my mind into doing it in the end.”

      He turned and looked out at the soggy ground as if he knew she couldn’t have done what he did. But she saw his ear flick and she swore there was a tugging at the corner of his mouth as if he were about to smile.

      “You’re a strange little dude, Alister.”

      “Merp.”

      She turned and looked up to the sky. The smoke trails of thirty ships began to form high up into the atmosphere; billowing white and grey streamers heralding the coming of war.

      Sara fell quiet, waiting for the chaos that was about to erupt.
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      “Incoming. Ten seconds,” a voice said over the comms.

      Sara felt a trickle of sweat roll down her cheek. She tried to wipe it away, but the armor stopped her hand, and she cursed. Alister's spellform blazed bright in her mind, and she prepared to channel a healthy amount of Aether into it. They needed to withstand the long-range fire long enough for the fighters to close.

      “Five seconds. I count ten fighters,” the voice said calmly.

      Multiple sonic booms shook the sky. Sara could make out the specks above the horizon: coming in fast, but slowing for their strafes, not knowing the colony had been reinforced.

      “Three, two, shields,” the voice commanded.

      Sara poured Aether into the form, and a wedge of power sprang to life, covering the grounds for a hundred meters in all directions. She began to feel the constant pull on her well of power, but it wasn’t uncomfortable, and she still had plenty in reserve.

      The fighters were upon them in a flash. Even at subsonic speed, the craft came faster than was easily tracked. They let loose with multiple missiles each, and their gauss cannons began to fire in tight bursts. Sara’s shield flared orange instantly as two missiles and multiple gauss rounds slammed into the Aether construct, sliding down the sloped edges to drive into the muddy ground. Explosions tore chunks of earth from the grassy lawn, raining muddy sludge across buildings and ruins alike. Just as the fighters were passing overhead, the AA guns opened up.

      They had brought twenty guns down from the Raven, and they were set up in isolated pockets for optimal firing arcs. The AA guns used magnetic rails to rapidly fire explosive canisters at incredible velocities. The canisters would detonate their explosives at a calculated range to fill the air with flying shards of metal. The same concept had been used for as long as humans had been trying to shoot down planes.

      A buzzing roar reverberated off the buildings as the sky filled with explosions, creating a wall of shrapnel that tore through the relatively delicate Teifen fighters. More than half were shredded in the air, bursting when batteries were punctured, which released huge amounts of potential energy. A good quarter were able to fly out of the city, but only after suffering catastrophic damage, trailing smoke and debris only to finally plummet into the forests beyond the city’s walls.

      Sara noted that the three fighters who got away relatively unscathed were right in line with Baxter's assessment. Of the three, two were trailing smoke, and one of those was peeling off and heading up, abandoning the battle.

      Small groups of missiles shot from the ground as the heavy troopers let fly. The second smoking fighter lost control, and multiple small missiles quickly overtook it, ripping the ship to flaming pieces which blossomed out like a horrifying fireworks display.

      The third ship turned hard and let fly with a salvo of smaller seeker missiles that spread across the city, dodging fire and heading for a large number of the AA gun embankments.

      Sara could see a few of the guns from where she was, and a soldier bailing out of his nest and falling a few stories to the ground. His armor should have protected him from the fall, but she didn’t see anyone else make a quick exit before the missiles began vaporizing the other guns.

      At least fifteen AA guns went up in less than a few seconds. Sara hoped that most of the crews were under their mages shields, but she knew that not all the AA gunners had a mage with them.

      The fighter turned hard again, preparing to fire another salvo, but multiple missiles from the heavy troopers sent it into evasive maneuvers, and the salvo was delayed. The fighter’s small PDCs spat out slivers of metal at the incoming missiles, chopping them out of the sky.

      Sara realized how lucky they had gotten in that first AA strike. The Teifen hadn’t had their defenses fully up and came in with reckless abandon. This last fighter, however, was using everything at his disposal. The target had gone from soft to hard in a matter of seconds. She could see that her gunners and heavy troopers were no match. She needed to take this bastard out, fast.

      “Alister, I need something to take that fighter out when it comes back around. Any ideas?” Sara said, tracking the fighter as it curved out around the city’s wall, coming back around to take another shot at the AA guns.

      A spellform blazed to life, and she focused on it. It was a water-based spell; she could create the water with Aether, but that took a large amount of power.

      Then she understood what he was getting at: the ground was soaked with the day’s rain, but that water was sinking deeper and deeper into the ground. The spellform was a way to bring it together and compress it, and then release a part of the pressurized ball in a desired direction. It took a considerable amount of power and, because water didn't compress well, it was not used by many mages.

      Sara smiled. “You’re a little genius, aren’t you?”

      Alister let out a small “Merp” in agreement.

      Sara started powering the spellform, noting the focus was twenty meters in front of them. She could see the once saturated ground going dry as the water concentrated on the same spot. She poured Aether in like she had an endless well, compressing hundreds, then thousands of gallons of water, ten meters under the surface. She knew the water would be heating from the massive amounts of pressure she was forcing it to withstand.

      She watched as the fighter came back around and headed right over the center of the city, flying low to make AA fire more difficult. It was picking up speed, and the gauss cannons began to fire, ripping a building apart and taking out another AA gun. As the fighter came screaming over the rooftops, Sara saw that it would pass right over her position. A small pod detached from the ship’s wing and burst into a dozen or more missiles, each firing off rockets to scream after the last of the AA guns.

      Sara pushed a last blast of Aether into Alister’s spellform, sending a spike of heat into the compressed water, which vaporized it into steam. She released the top of her pressure cooker, and all the steam pushed out with incredible, pent-up power.

      The ground in front of her bulged several meters in a split second, tearing the grass and dirt free of the surrounding ground, and then a spray of rocks, dirt, and steam blasted fifty meters up into the sky like a powerful geyser. The debris spread out like a shotgun blast, filling the path of the fighter and its missile salvo with solid objects. The missiles were shredded just a fraction of a second before the fighter itself was torn into pieces that rained across the ancient city in a burning line.

      “Dome shield, Alister,” Sara screamed, holding a hand to the sky.

      The spellform blazed, and she powered it with a jolt. The shield popped up just in time to deflect the tons of dirt and rock that came raining down. Large piles formed at the edges of the dome that covered the command tent and the surrounding area. She finally let the shield go when the sound of falling rocks died out.

      Baxter came running from the tent and stopped himself before he tumbled into the crater she had created. He stared at it and then looked back at the tent, less than three meters from the hole.

      Sara gave a halfhearted laugh. “Yeah, I suppose that was a little close. I had it under control, though.”

      He just stared at her for a moment before giving her a salute, “Yes, Ma’am.”

      Sara noted the there was a smile in his voice when it came over the comm.
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      Sara was on the wall, facing an open field full of offloading Teifen transports twenty minutes later. She magnified her view, and could see streams of troops pouring from the hulking ships.

      “We estimate ten to fifteen thousand troops, Captain. In a group that size, we should expect at least three mages, and a few heavily armored divisions,” Baxter said, leaning on the lip of the wall twenty meters above the city.

      “That’s a lot of troops. What are our odds?” she asked, scanning the horizon.

      Baxter took a breath and looked to see they were alone. “Not good. I would actually qualify this as bad. At the minimum, it’s ten to one against an enemy that is battle hardened. We are going to have to fall back quickly once they breach the wall, and they will breach. I give us two hours before they overrun it. Then we fall back to the city streets, and it becomes more squad-based running battle. Luckily, that’s where our men shine.

      “We’re setting up booby traps in the narrower streets, but there are only so many things we can do. Eventually they will realize that if they spread out enough, they will be able to flank any ambushes. We will have snipers in the towers that still stand, but that will leave them vulnerable to attack. I’m pairing mages with snipers to give shield cover, but we only have a dozen mages, and I want some of them here on the front to soften up the enemy. Not to mention the only way to effectively fight their mages is with mages of our own.” He opened his helmet and rubbed at his face, looking at the field.

      Sara turned and looked at the city. Half the buildings were nothing but crumbling ruins, and it looked like a stiff breeze would tumble the buildings that did stand. She could see squads laying explosives at opportune spaces, ensuring the greatest effect.

      She thought about how she would take this city, if she were in command of the Teifen forces. They wanted the tech, which was why they were trying for a ground assault instead of just vaporizing the city from orbit. The biggest obstacle, right away, was the city wall. It was solid, but it was still just a wall.

      She could see the Teifen lined up, their heavy armor and tanks in the lead—no reason to put soft troopers out front to be mowed down. The advance began, the wave of Teifen coming in at a building pace. They were a good kilometer away, hidden by the rolling hills and foliage. When they crested the hills, she could see the ranks of the large troopers.

      She zoomed in and picked out a particular trooper. She had seen many images of them in her time at the academy, and learned everything she could about their various tactics and strategies. The trooper she took in was tall, two and a half meters at least, and twice as wide as Baxter. They were all in Aetheric armor of their own design. It was similar to human armor in a lot of respects, but each helmet was unique to accommodate the particular horn arrangement of each Teifen. Some helmets swept back into forked points, while others covered spiraling ram’s horns. Others had their helmets seal around the base of their horns, leaving them exposed while keeping the face and head environmentally controlled. Some had tails that whipped behind them like angry cats, while others had leg joints that bent back like a bird’s or goat’s.

      She tried to reason what their plan was. They wouldn't just run up to the wall and try to place ladders; she guessed they would try and take out a section of the wall. She thought about how she would accomplish a breach, and the best she could come up with was to concentrate fire from the tanks and heavy armor, but that seemed like a waste of ammunition. Their mages could blast a hole with a force spell, but she knew she was stronger than any mage they would have on hand, and it would take a huge amount of Aether for her to blast a hole in this wall. It was twenty meters high and ten meters thick; that was a lot of stone to move.

      The only way that would make sense would be if they were using the amplifiers on a ship to fire an Aether cannon…

      “Get off the wall! Get down to the streets, now!” Sara began yelling into her comms. She waved for the men to retreat, but most of them just stared at her in confusion.

      “Why? What’s happening?” Baxter said, coming to the ready and scanning for what he had missed.

      “Orbital bombardment. They are going to blast the wall. There’s nothing they need to protect this far from the city’s center. They are just going to blast the wall and march right in.”

      Baxter gave it a second’s thought then echoed her orders. “Off the wall, retreat to your first fallback positions. Go, people, we have incoming,” he shouted, waving the troops off the wall.

      Sara looked to the sky and could see the speck of light that was the Teifen carrier, far above in orbit. They were watching the retreat and would fire soon to catch as many of the enemy as possible.

      She took a deep breath. “Alister, we need a shield. Something big. It’s going to be the Aetheric cannon, so the shape doesn't matter; we just need it to channel the power away. Try and ground it at the far corners. I need it now.”

      A spellform blazed. She didn't even take the time to examine it, she just pushed Aether into it. The golden shield formed in the blink of an eye, covering everything for a hundred meters in every direction. The shield formed a dome that buried itself into stone and soft earth with ease. With the shield edges buried the Aetheric blast should dissipate into the earth, and the deeper she drove the shield the more energy would bleed off. Sara pushed everything she had into it, and then nearly blacked out as a beam of Aetheric power slammed into it, the blue power streaming down the dome and ripping up huge chunks of earth and building where the shield was grounded.

      Sara grunted and watched in horror as the shield went from golden to dark red in the blink of an eye. She squinted in concentration as she channeled everything she could into the shield. The colors bounced to a lighter red, then back to dark red, as her well was being drained at an incredible rate.

      The blast ended, sending her stumbling to the ground, and Alister rolling to his feet beside her. The shield blinked out of existence a fraction of a second later. She slumped forward, her vision blurring and going black at the edges.

      She came to while someone pulled her down the steps of the wall. She scrambled to her feet and saw it was Baxter who had been dragging her. She searched for Alister in a panic until she saw him on the step next to Baxter. He looked slumped and a bit woozy but still mobile. She picked him up and cradled him, not wanting him to fall behind, as she and Baxter leapt the last few steps, running for the second line of defense.

      “They’re going to blast it again, but it will take them a few seconds to recharge the cannon,” Sara yelled to Baxter as he dodged into a building.

      She must have been out longer than she thought, because the second blast came on the heels of her warning. She had her back to the wall and didn't see the blast firsthand, but the building in front of her reflected the unmistakable light of an Aetheric cannon.

      She cursed and had just enough time to tuck Alister to her chest before the blast took her off her feet. A spellform appeared in her mind, and she powered it with the little reserve she had, forming a shield bubble as they flew through the air. The golden orb slammed into the wall of the building, sending shards of stone and metal flying. They bounced from the wall to roll along the ground, suspended in the bubble, while rock and debris came raining down around them, then bounced off the shield and skittered across the street, getting lodged in a narrow alley.

      Sara dropped the shield as the dust began to settle, and landed on the ground, Alister still cradled to her chest.

      “Fucking hell, that was close. Good job on the spellform, Alister; I didn’t even have to ask for that one,” she praised the dazed cat.

      “Captain, are you all right?” She saw Baxter sticking his helmet out from the doorway he had dived into.

      She gave a wave. “I’m fine, Sergeant. A little bruised, but nothing a good night’s sleep and a round of yoga won’t cure.”

      Baxter looked back to the wall, and Sara followed his gaze. “I’m afraid a good night’s sleep isn’t going to be in the cards.”

      The wall was gone. The blast had evaporated most of the rock and alloy, leaving a crater where there had once been a solid, army-stopping wall.

      Sara gave a whistle. She couldn't believe she had stopped the first blast, seeing the destruction this one had wrought. Alister was just as wide-eyed as she felt, looking at what they had escaped.

      “The fact that you could stop that blast,” Baxter said, sliding in next to Sara, “and that you think yoga is relaxing, is beyond amazing, Captain.”

      The army was advancing at a much faster rate, now that the wall was down. She estimated that they had less than two minutes to close combat.

      The crack of rifles began to pop off deeper in the city as the Elif and UHF snipers began picking out horned targets. A group of UHF heavy troopers stepped from around the building and took up a line. They began to let loose with their gauss cannons and whatever missiles they had left. Several tanks and Teifen heavies went down in flashes of munitions. Their ranks closed fast to protect the infantry behind, and they pressed forward at speed. After the fifth tank went down, the next missile hit a shield.

      A Teifen mage in the first wave had finally gotten their shit together.

      Sara jumped up and, feeling drained, hid behind the heavy troopers to look for the mage.

      The Teifen began returning fire, a thousand rounds coming at them in an instant. The heavy armor deflected the small arms, but she could see several gauss cannons taking aim. She was too weak to shield them all until she could have a few minutes to refill her Aether reserves.

      A shield formed across the line of heavies, just in time to stop several of the large gauss rounds from hitting the tanks. The shield held, but went to dark red almost immediately. She turned to see Gonders projecting the shield, and Baxter beside her scanning for the mage.

      Sara returned her attention to the Teifen, and there—behind a tank—she made out a trooper that was not focusing on his weapon. His hand was up, and he had stopped moving forward.

      Sara pointed, and Baxter gave a nod.

      He hunched down, concentrating on the enemy. He gave no indication that he was casting at all, unlike the Teifen mage. A ball of plasma formed beyond Gonders’s shield and streaked off faster than Sara could follow. It splashed against the shield protecting the tank, ripping the shield to pieces. Sara took the opportunity to send her own blast.

      “Force bolt, Alister.” She powered the spellform he gave her, and the ripple in the air she formed slashed at the mage as fast as she could send it.

      The Teifen mage had raised another shield, this one closer to his own person, but it was not powerful enough to stop the concentrated force bolt Alister had created. The bolt punctured the shield, but was deflected slightly, tearing a furrow through the mage’s shoulder. He spun and went down, grabbing at the blue blood spurting from the wound.

      The heavies took the opportunity to fire another volley of missiles over Gonders’s shield. The little streaks of light spread out, hitting tanks and Teifen troopers alike. Several more tanks went down in flashes of light and fire, along with clumps of Teifen infantry. The gaps were filled quickly, however, and the fire aimed at Gonders’s shield intensified.

      “Clear the area,” Gonders yelled.

      The heavies didn't hesitate, leaping to the sides. Sara scrambled after them, getting out of the line of fire just as Gonders’s shield failed. Baxter pulled her roughly the last few meters, to get her clear in time. They fell in a heap behind a pile of rubble, as their position was peppered with enemy fire.

      Sara was breathing hard, and sweat dripped down her collar. She was up in time to see the advance of several tanks crest the crater where the wall had been. The heavy troopers around her let fly as the tanks tried to reposition their large turrets. The smaller, but no less deadly, gauss rounds punched through the lead tanks.

      “Fall back. Third positions,” Baxter ordered battalion wide.

      The heavy troopers lobbed grenades into the crater and then ran for the side streets, Sara close on their heels. She could feel her well of Aether beginning to refill, though it was still pathetically low.

      A series of explosions indicated grenades going off, ripping into the Teifen lines as they poured into the crater at a dead run.

      Sara held Alister, and they ran for the third line of defense, passing several traps along the way. Looking over her shoulder, she could see a flood of Teifen entering the city before she rounded a corner, cutting off her view.
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      The battle raged as human and Elif forces were forced to give ground. An hour after the battle had begun, the Teifen had formed a beachhead in the park closest to the breach in the wall. Sara and Baxter had received reports that the Teifen had set up a portable dome shield that was powered by two mages in shifts. The snipers were able to spot the setup, but unable to take out the mages before the dome was up. Troopers spilled into the city from the gap, despite the human and Elif gun batteries pounding the area.

      Back at the command tent, Sara and Baxter organized strikes on the Teifen as the battlefield continually changed. Losses had been minimal so far, though Sara found out that she had not been able to save everyone on the wall in the first blast; their troopers had been too spread out. So far, they had lost less than fifteen percent of their troops, but that number was rising at an alarming rate.

      Sara stepped to the side as Baxter organized a strike on a contingent of Teifen that were trying to flank their central position. She called Grimms when there was a short lull in the fighting while the Teifen organized.

      “Grimms, what have you learned? We could really use those Elif support ships,” she said in a private channel.

      His voice crackled over her speakers. “The repairs are only half done, but we dug into the core like you said. Cora is convinced that installing a core into her tank system will give her the edge required to actually do something about the carrier.”

      Sara was silent as she thought about her twin taking that risk. It wasn't like her to throw all her chips onto a wild card. She must have learned something on the data core that Sara had missed.

      “She wants to install an alien core to take partial control of the ship? And you’re okay with that?” she asked, taking in the battle map projected in the center of the tent. It looked like the flanking maneuver was being thwarted, but she noted it was costing them people—mostly the less trained Elif, but people nonetheless.

      “Honestly, Ma’am, after watching that video, I don't know what to think anymore. Chief Sabine found plans for the Raven in the data core’s memory. He’s been comparing it to the plans the Elif provided, and they are exact copies. It’s obvious they had these plans from the start but only now started building the system. All the plans in the archive have tank systems, but they need a core to run properly.”

      “Have you found plans for the core itself?” Sara asked. She noted the flank was decimated, but that half the troopers Baxter sent to take it out had been lost. That was thirty men they would never see again.

      “We think there are plans for them, but they are buried behind a kind of firewall we can't even begin to crack. Cora theorizes the controller using it can only access the segmented part of the core, and, so far, the specialists we have onboard agree. These old humans were cautious bastards, Ma’am,” Grimms said, his admiration for their forethought clearly audible in his praise.

      “So, Cora is willing to take the chance of plugging in the spare core?”

      There was a pause while Grimms conferred with someone she thought might be Chief Sabine, and then he said, “Yes Ma’am. The ship refers to specs that are far beyond what she would be capable of on her own. So far it looks like this is our best option, if we need to come to your rescue. She’ll be fighting a little blind without you, but, according to Chief Sabine, she would be at least as capable as she was in the last engagement, without you to guide the battle. We have two mages on board to power the simple shield forms embedded in the system. It would be a last resort, but she wants to try it now, while we have some time to recover if she is wrong.”

      Sara took a deep breath; her worry that her sister was playing down the risk was a real one. She tended to put others ahead of her own well-being, but she was also smart. Sara trusted her judgment.

      “Do it. If she thinks it’s a good idea, then go ahead.

      “I need you to do something else for me,” Sara continued, noting that the last of the Teifen had entered the city, and were amassing the majority of the troops and armor under their shield.

      “Name it, Captain,” Grimms said.

      “I need you to contact Command and see when we will be getting that help from the Elif. I don't think we can win down here. The Teifen have far more troops than a thousand men can handle—we need some relief, and we are going to need it quickly if we are going to survive the next few days.”

      “Aye, Ma’am. I’ll have a packet sent off with a report of the battle so far, and request additional troops to the area. I must warn you, though. I doubt there is anyone closer than the United Human Fleet, and they’re three days out at the earliest.” Grimms’s voice was somber.

      “Understood, Commander. Let me know as soon as you hear something, whether it’s about reserves, or Cora.”

      “Yes, Ma’am. Grimms out,” he said, cutting the connection.

      Sara stepped up beside Baxter and took in the map. Things seemed to have slowed down as the Teifen reassessed.

      “How are we doing, Sergeant?”

      Baxter’s helmet was open, and the grim look on his face said more than he needed to, but he filled her in anyway.

      “Not well. Our losses are fairly minimal, but the Elif’s lackluster training is starting to take its toll. Their armor is not up to wartime standards, being more suited for a heavily armed police force, and it’s costing us men. The problem is there are just too fucking many of the Teifen. I think the hard resistance they’ve encountered is giving them pause. The fact that we have multiple mages is giving them fits, I’m sure. Plus, our heavy troopers are ripping through any group of infantry they are coming across. By now they must know the colony has been reinforced, and with superior troopers. It’s going to make them cautious, but they won’t stop. They are holding back under their dome before committing to an action. They will come eventually, though, and when they do, we will be overrun. Even if we take most of them out, this will be their battle unless we can do something unexpected.”

      Sara took a deep breath, considering the options. They were pinned down by a larger force. They had the advantage in training and equipment to a degree, but it didn't matter in a war of attrition. They had the mages, but they could only do so much before they were spent; even she was struggling to refill her reserves at her accelerated recovery rate.

      She was an advantage the Teifen were not expecting, though. A twin mage was rarely found in a ground battle, being too valuable to throw away as a trooper, but here she was. If they didn't make it out of this fight, then the ship was screwed anyway, so she may as well be all in.

      She looked at Alister, perched on her shoulder and looking at the moving map projected in the middle of the room. She could go for it and finish the spell—supposedly she would be far more powerful than she was now—but she didn't know how long she might be out of the fighting. It may take her days to recover, or months…she just didn't know. But if she were going to take the chance, now would be the time. They were in a lull in what would soon be a vicious battle for the city.

      Alister noticed her staring at him and turned to her. He leaned in and licked her nose again.

      “Yeah, I’m thinking about it. It may be the thing that turns this battle, helping us take it all or taking us out of the fight.” She rubbed her face with a hand as she closed her eyes and thought.

      Cora is taking a chance with the core. Should I do the same with Alister? Or is the fact that Cora is already taking a chance a sign I should hold back, so at least one of us is still in the fight?

      She wished she had a little time to resolve all this before Command sent them into the fray. She reached up and squeezed the back of her neck, trying to loosen the knot of stress that was building there.

      She had an idea, but she didn't like it. “That dome is going to have to come down when they move out, right?”

      Baxter turned to her, an eyebrow raised. “Not necessarily. They could just modify the spellform to open a gate. Even if it’s a physical form they are channeling into, they will have a way to switch to a gated shield.”

      Sara nodded. “Right, but at some point, it’s going to be open. The Teifen are notoriously bad at shields, and they are not creative with their use. It’s not like they are going to be moving the opening around. Is there a place where it looks like they are building a defensive exit?”

      Baxter looked at the map and pointed to a section of the dome that faced a main road out of the park. “If I had to guess, I would say right here. But if we try to just blast through the opening, they will put the shield back up. They have enough troops in the city that are not under the dome that they can protect the area; we can’t get a significant number of troops in without taking heavy casualties.”

      “What if we only send a few troops? Could they get me close enough to see where it would open without being caught?” she asked, raising a questioning eyebrow.

      He thought about it and then nodded. “I can see a route, but you would have to be very careful. Not all their troops are showing up. Some were lost in the buildings, and there is still at least one more mage on the ground somewhere. Why do you want to get close? Couldn't one of the other mages do it?”

      Sara shook her head. “Honestly, for what I’m thinking, they wouldn't be powerful enough.”

      He thought on it for a second, and then called for Gonders and her squad to meet him in the command tent. When they had formed around Baxter and Sara, he laid out the plan. “I’m sending you with the captain on a special mission. She has an idea to cause some trouble for the Teifen at the dome. That means you’re going to need to get close and stay hidden. The most important part of this is you are going to need to get her back here safe and sound. We don't want to burn our ride home, so be careful,” Baxter said, looking at each of the soldiers to make sure his words were sinking in.

      Gonders snapped a sharp salute to the sergeant major, then turned to Sara. “Ma’am, we would be honored to accompany you. When do we leave?”

      Sara gave Gonders a nod of thanks. “Now, Specialist. I want to be in position when that dome opens. I have a nasty little surprise to deliver. Sergeant Major, have the troops ready to let loose on the grounds if the shield happens to come down completely.”

      Baxter gave a nod and then turned back to the map, and the job of organizing strikes and defensive actions.

      Sara motioned for Gonders and her people to follow, and exited the tent. “Lead the way, Specialist. I’m just a passenger who needs to get somewhere.”

      “Right,” Gonders said, pulling up a map on her palm projector. After consulting with her troops, she motioned for Sara to follow. “This way, Captain. We are going to use some of the old buildings we know are empty to get us most of the way. How close do you need to get?”

      Sara thought for a moment. “A clear line of sight would be best. I will be placing a spell inside the dome, so I will need to be able to see into the grounds, through the dome’s opening. Say, a hundred meters?”

      Gonders nodded. “About what I figured. Okay, men, let’s move out. Don't engage unless we are spotted and engaged with first.”

      They jogged to the edge of the park and took a side street. Making their way down one of the ancient sidewalks, they kept to the shadows as best they could, darting into buildings when the way was open. They crossed several blocks this way, spending most of the time on the streets, but the closer they came to the Teifen-occupied park, the more Gonders tried to keep them under cover.

      The buildings they crossed through were mostly standing, but a few were little more than piles of rubble with an occasional upright wall. Most ceilings and upper floors had collapsed long ago, leaving trees and ferns growing in the bricks and dust.

      Occasionally, Gonders would call for a stop and consult the map. On one such occasion, they were against a wall with a gaping hole that, Sara guessed had once held a door, but was now only a circular opening.

      As they waited for Gonders to find the best route, the sound of footsteps caused everyone to lean back into better cover.

      A troop of twenty Teifen came around the corner, weapons held at the ready, and searched each building with quick glances inside.

      “Shit. They’re going to stick a horned head in here when they pass. Stephens, are they going to spot the movement if you come back deeper in the building?” Gonders asked, sticking a finger around the edge of the opening in the wall. Sara realized she was using the camera embedded in her glove to peek around the corner without exposing herself.

      “I believe so, Ma’am. They just happen to be at the optimal angle to see in here. Do we take them out?” Stephens asked, pressing himself as flat as his armor would let him.

      “We’re going to have to, it seems,” Gonders growled in frustration.

      “Specialist, wait. Do we know our route from here? If I can make a distraction, could we be on our way and not be here when they return?” Sara asked.

      “Hell yes, Ma’am. It’s the building half a block down. There is a way through that wall that’ll put us on the main street to the park. It’s just a matter of a few hundred yards after that, and it’s all under cover.”

      “Okay. Be prepared to get over there quick,” Sara said, peeking through a small hole with a view of the street. She scanned the tops of the buildings until she found what she wanted.

      There was a section of a wall that had crumbled, but still had a few stories up off the road. She concentrated on an area that looked like it would tumble at the slightest breeze.

      “Alister, I need a force spell that is going to have to change as we use it. Is that something you can do?” she asked the little cat on her shoulder.

      He gave a determined “Mrowp.”

      “Okay, so we need to start off soft, so we don't make an impact sound when we first hit the wall, then I need to ramp up the speed and push hard. I want to throw those bricks to the next street over. Can you do that?”

      A spellform appeared, and then began to change as she watched. It was exactly what she wanted.

      “Amazing. I have no idea how you do that, but it’s going to open a whole new set of spells for us.”

      Sara focused on the bricks, and gave Alister a nod. The spellform blazed to life, and she gave it a small feed of Aether. She could feel more than see the flat plane of force. She fed it a little more Aether and watched as it pushed up to the bricks; right as they began to topple, she whispered “Change” to Alister, and the spellform began to morph. She pushed a small blast of Aether into the changing form, and the force plane picked up speed at an incredible rate. She had to cut her Aether before she flung the bricks across the city, but it looked like she timed it just about right. The small mass of loose brick arced over the building and clattered to the ground on the next street.

      The entire Teifen patrol stopped to listen. The leader gave the signal, and they all came to full alertness and turned to the corner they had just come around. After checking his corner was clear, the leader motioned for them to follow.

      Gonders motioned for her team to move as soon as the last Teifen was out of sight. They sprinted as light-footed as they could to the indicated building. In less than ten seconds, they were inside and picking their way through a crumbling hallway to a back entrance, and through an alley.

      Fifteen minutes later, they were looking at a heavily armed group of Teifen, guarding the brilliant golden shield wall of the dome.

      “Is this close enough?” Gonders asked as they took up positions in the second floor of a building a hundred or more meters from the wall.

      Sara liked the position, but wasn’t sure how far she would be able to cast inside the dome, from this high up. The defensive advantage the spot gave them was worth it, though.

      “It’s perfect, Specialist,” Sara said, sliding down the wall and peeking over the lip of a rotted-out window frame.

      She had an uninterrupted view of the shield wall. The more she thought about it, the more she realized this was better than being on the ground. This way, she could cast over the heads of the Teifen guarding the opening.

      “It’s perfect. Now we wait.”
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      Sara peeked over the window ledge again, checking for the hundredth time on the Teifen forces. They had been doing a slow build-up of their forces for an hour, and it looked like they were going to blitz from the dome with everyone they had.

      Her timing would be critical.

      She and Alister had reviewed what spellforms she would need to pull off her plan. The more they talked, the better she liked her idea. They now had a set of spells ready to go.

      Gonders and her team had been keeping watch on the dome and the surrounding area, and sending reports back to Baxter, who was preparing for the coming battle. Tension was high, but the troopers kept their cool—some even taking quick naps in shifts. Sara never understood a soldier’s ability to nap when surrounded by the enemy. She could appreciate the ability, though, even if the skill eluded her.

      The sound of a call coming in crackled over her comms, and she accepted the call, keeping one eye on the Teifen.

      “This is Captain Sonders,” she said distractedly.

      “It’s Grimms. We’ve gotten word back from the fleet. It’s not good, Captain,” he said, voice shaking.

      His tone snapped her into focus. “What happened? Is Cora all right?”

      “She’s fine. We’re still getting her ready to take the core. Command has sent word that the Elif have been called back to their home system. They left the Sol System shortly after we did, but we lost communication with the Elif fleet soon after they arrived in their home system. It is assumed they were lost in battle. The Elif High Command is not answering any communications. They have reached a few ships that were too far from the home system to make it back, and they are going to report when they arrive.

      “Captain, it looks like there is no Elif fleet coming to relieve you and pick up their people. We’re on our own.”

      Sara’s heart stopped.

      There is no more fleet. We’re going to have to win this fight on our own. Then what?

      Without the Elif to guide them, humanity was just a single planet in a vast enemy empire. There was no way they could fight the Teifen with the few hundred ships they had.

      “Captain?” Grimms said, concerned at the silence.

      “I’m here, Commander. I was just thinking about the future. Without the Elif backing us, we will be crushed. Now that we have destroyed a carrier, the Teifen know there is a new player to target. If I didn't know better, I would say the Elif sent us into battle on purpose, just to guarantee we would have to stay in the fight,” Sara said, rubbing the knot in her neck.

      “Good thing we know better,” Grimms said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “It looks like their High Council has thrown us to the wolves. Again, if that video is to be believed. Do they expect us to avenge them?”

      “It looks like,” Grimms conceded.

      “Thanks for the update, Grimms. Just so you’re aware, I may have to do something drastic down here. Cora will be able to get you home, but her days as a controller may be over, if something doesn't change,” Sara stated, staring daggers at the Teifen’s formed ranks behind their wall.

      “Good luck, Captain. Don't take any risks you don't need to. I have a feeling the fleet is going to need you and Cora in the coming war. Grimms out.”

      Sara sat back, stewing at the news that they were alone. Sure, there were still Elif around—it wasn't as if they had been wiped out completely—but if the Elif fleet was gone, then they were just civilians. The Teifen had delivered a blow that she wasn’t sure the Elif would ever recover from.

      “It looks like it’s happening, Captain,” Gonders reported, snapping Sara out of her thoughts.

      Sara peeked over the ledge again to see the Teifen were getting ready to move. The shield dropped in a flash of Aether and then snapped back up, but with an opening large enough for two tanks to roll through side by side. Tanks and troopers began to pour through the opening at speed.

      Focusing on the ground as far into the dome as possible, Sara whispered, “Now, Alister.”

      The form came to life, and she began feeding it with Aether. The form drank it up, and began to hum in her mind.

      It was best to rely on physics when it came to weaponing spells. Magic could create and destroy things from nothing but raw Aether, but that was far too inefficient. It was better to keep the laws of physics intact when dealing damage. It was easier to use the excess Aether to force matter into new shapes, rather than try to build them from scratch. If an explosion was wanted, it was not created from the Aether; existing matter was simply excited until it exploded. Similarly, a fireball was just compressed air that was excited to the point of ignition and then held together with Aether.

      Sara was using the same concept here, but instead of compressing air, she was compressing rock and earth. She focused on a spot underground inside the dome, and dumped power into a meter diameter sphere, compressing it as quickly as she could. The smaller the sphere, the more it compressed the earth trapped in it, and the more Aether it took. She was pumping Aether into the construct with reckless abandon.

      The sphere was down to the size of a basketball when she felt it ignite, the pressure and heat becoming too much for the compressed matter to take.

      Everything burns eventually.

      Sara released the spellform, and Alister immediately replaced it with the second form. She pumped the remaining power she had into a shield that sprang up ten meters high, and ran the entire circumference of the dome. It was open to the sky, except for a portion that angled over the top, meant to direct the blast to an unoccupied portion of the city.

      The stream of Teifen troopers not yet out of the dome stumbled back a step, confused at why the shield had come back up. That second of confusion was the last they knew, as the compressed earth below them erupted.

      The ground buckled then. The entire center of the park ripped up and out in a brilliant burst of heat and fire. It filled the dome in a hot white flash, incinerating anything trapped inside. The dome blinked out of existence as the explosion was directed upward, blasting against Sara's shield, sliding along the angled side. Fiery wreckage shot over the abandoned city, tearing down structures that had stood for as long as humans had existed on Earth. The damage was incredible: furrows of fire and molten stone streaked from the park to the wall surrounding the city.

      Sara gritted her teeth, dumping everything she had into the shield. If it failed, the debris would rain down on the entire city, causing as much damage to them as to the Teifen. She felt her well of Aether begin to go dry, and she fell to her hands and knees, blood running from her nose at the effort.

      Then it was over.

      She stopped the spell, her head swimming. She turned in time to see Gonders and company staring at the destruction in awe. The specialist looked down at her just before Sara collapsed, the warm embrace of unconsciousness taking her.
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      Grimms stood with his arms crossed as he stared at the still form of Cora floating in her tank. She had folded into a fetal position, her Carnelian red hair spread out like a halo. Dr. Teichek and Dr. Green both leaned over a console monitoring Cora’s vitals.

      She looks so peaceful considering the stress she’s under. Grimms sniffed, and frowned. If she were my daughter I would never let her plug in an alien computer core. But she’s not my daughter. She’s my captain.

      “Commander, I think I’ve found the sequence,” Chief Engineer Sabine said from the temporary station they had set up using the core Sara had sent. They had found a monitor and, through some tech magic Grimms didn’t understand, had attached it to the core’s box.

      Grimms turned to the chief and stepping up behind him leaned in to look at the monitor. “What does it say?” He asked, not comprehending the jargon as the chief scrolled through it.

      “Well, essentially we just need to plug it in. The core is programmed to run a diagnostic sequence then connect to the tank system,” he said, running a hand through his black hair. He pulled at the helmet collar of his battlesuit, and with a shake of his head cracked his neck.

      Grimms had ordered the crew to put on the battlesuits with the helmet collars as a precaution while the ship was running on minimal systems. The helmet collars had a small spellform on a retractable armature that the user would power with a shot of Aether. The Aether was held in a kind of potential state that would activate if there was a pressure loss, and snap a shield over the wearers head. The shield acted as a helmet, and the atmosphere was provided through a secondary spellform the wearer would need to feed with a trickle of Aether.

      “I’m not one hundred percent sure what will happen after that. These ancient humans used some odd phrasing, so it’s not exactly clear. But the gist is that the core needs to run through all the systems, so it can make connections. Each core is unique and programs its own language on the fly to best suit the user.” Sabine continued.

      Grimms frowned, “So, we plug it in, then who knows what happens next?”

      Cora broke in, “Commander, I know you don’t want me to do this, but I feel like we don’t have much of a choice. The Elif have abandoned us in the Sol System; we don’t have support coming in time. There is a carrier in orbit, and troops on the ground attacking our people. If the specs Sabine pulled up on the Raven are correct, then we are operating at half our capabilities at best. There are at least three systems we didn’t know this ship had; one of which is an auto repair system.”

      Sabine nodded, “I went and checked the equipment myself. The manual we have said it was a surge protection system, of all things. In reality it’s a nanobot printer and delivery system. It can send millions of tiny bots to anywhere on the ship in a matter of minutes that will begin repairing damage on the microscopic scale.

      “I told you on your initial tour that it was as if the manual had been written after the fact. Well, it looks like the Elif had the plans to print these ships, but not the actual specs. If the humans had given the plans to them, or they were stolen that could make sense.”

      “I still don’t like it,” Grimms said, a grimace on his face, “but I agree with Cora. If we lose Sara…” he trailed off rubbing at his face with both hands. He took a deep breath to center himself and turned to the tank, “Cora, if we plug this in and it kills you, I will never be able to live with myself.”

      “If we don’t and Sara and the Marines all die because of our inaction, I won’t be much better. This is a risk, but we have the plans right there in front of Chief Sabine. I trust that if something does go wrong he can figure out how to fix it. Teichek and Caroline are monitoring my vitals and know what to do if I’m in trouble,” Cora said, her voice soft but determined.

      Shit. She’s right.

      “Ok. Plug it in, Sabine,” Grimms said, relenting.

      Sabine grabbed the black pouch with the core in it from the table beside the monitor. He walked over to the tank, and taking a look at Cora, knelt down to the box attached to the base. Placing his thumb on the scanner he frowned when nothing happened.

      “What’s wrong?” Cora asked, when Sabine placed his thumb on the scanner a second time and hummed in aggravation.

      “It won’t open. The plans said to scan your thumb or finger then place the core in its socket, but it won’t open. I can see it scanning me, so that part works,” he said, leaning to the side of the box and making sure the little door had room to swing.

      “Shit. I was afraid of this.” Cora said.

      “Afraid of what?” Grimms asked.

      “I think a twin needs to open and install it. Sara said the ancient Humans used Aetheric potential as a kind of security measure. I think I’m the only one on the ship who can do it,” Cora said, frustration clear in her voice.

      Teichek stood up from his monitor and shook his head, “Cora, if we take you off line right now there could be any number of problems. The worst being that the last reactor could shut down, and that could take hours to get back up and running. The process to extract you from the tank is hours long, and even then, it will be a while to get you back on your feet. Your body is essentially in a coma. We can wake you safely, but anyone coming out of a coma takes a while to regain full functionality. It would be faster to just wait for the repairs to be completed by the crew.”

      “I think I may have a solution,” Grimms said, pulling up the crew roster on his tablet. He found the entry he was looking for and read the file quickly, confirming he remembered correctly. Opening a comm channel he said, “Boon, I need you down in engineering as soon as you can get here.”

      There were a few seconds before Boon replied, “I’m sorry, Commander, did you say engineering?”

      “Affirmative. Double time, Boon.”

      “Aye, Sir,” she said, her normally girlish voice rising a half octave.

      Sabine cocked his head to the side, “Boon?”

      “Ensign Boon. Isn’t she Sara’s cabin girl?” Cora asked.

      Grimms gave them both a smile, “She does serve as Sara’s cabin girl, though she is also in training to be a helmsman.”

      Sabine looked to Teichek and Caroline, who both shrugged. “Why did you have her come to engineering?” he asked.

      Before Grimms could answer the doors to the main corridor opened with a hiss, and Boon came jogging in. Her blond hair was pulled back in a messy bun, which she was trying to smooth down after her run through the corridor. Her small frame made the helmet collar seem overly large as it rose and fell while she caught her breath.

      She snapped a salute, and after taking a gulping breath said, “Sir. I got here as fast as I could.”

      Grimms returned the salute and held out a hand for Sabine to hand him the core. “I appreciate the effort, Boon. I noticed in your personnel file that you had an identical twin sister who died at an early age. Is that right?”

      Boon froze, her breath catching at the mention of her sister. She recovered after a beat, but her voice was more somber, “Yes, Sir.”

      Grimms felt bad for abruptly bringing up the raw memory, “I apologize for the bluntness of the question, but it is important. I understand that you have not taken the Mages certification. Is that because you don’t have the ability to cast, or was that a personal choice?”

      She had gotten her breathing under control, but her cheeks were still flushed from the exertion of the run. Grimms suspected that his question would have had the same effect on her complexion.

      She made an uncomfortable face, “It’s a little of both, Sir. I can cast some spellforms, but I was never trained for proper Mage work at the academy.”

      Grimms nodded and motioned for her to come join them at Cora’s tank. She stepped forward, looking up at the still form floating; Cora’s serene face and red hair splayed out in all directions a sharp reminder that this ship had a living heart. Boon’s jaw dropped open for a second till she caught herself and snapped it closed.

      “Boon, I need you to try something. We need you to install this sphere into that box,” Grimms said, holding the core with the pouch and exposing the silvery surface to view, while indicating the box on Cora’s tank with the other hand.

      Before he could warn her of the potentially nasty shock that may knock her unconscious, she plucked the sphere from his hand. “Where does it go?” she asked, looking at the box as the others gasped at her sudden movement.

      She looked around at the shocked faces, “What did I do?” she asked, hunching her shoulders in anticipation of something bad. “Should I not be touching this?” she asked, obviously trying to decide if she should drop the core or keep holding it, and which would be worse for her career.

      Cora came to her rescue, “No, Boon. You’re fine. It was just surprising when it didn’t react to your touch, is all.”

      “Oh,” Boon said, looking towards the ceiling speaker, “Uh, should it have?”

      “Evidently not,” Cora said, a smile in her voice.

      Sabine indicated the box at the base of the tank, “You will need to scan your thumb here in the pad to get the door open,” he said, indicating the small square of smooth glass on the boxes’ top.

      She gave them all a plastic smile of fake confidence and leaned over to awkwardly push her thumb to the scanner. After a second, there was a click and the side of the box swung open revealing a half sphere indention the exact size of the core.  She slipped the core into place and jumped a little when it was pulled into the socket as if magnetized.

      “Is that it?” she asked

      Sabine leaned over her shoulder and saw that it was not spinning, unlike the core they had attached to the monitor. He frowned, “I think it needs to be pushed in deeper, or something.”

      She gave the core a push. The whole socket slid in a centimeter, like a large silver button. A distinct click was heard as she released it. A hum began to quietly build, causing everyone to cock their heads as if trying to determine if the sound were real or imagined. Boon, squatting beside the box, leaned in close to the core, and said, “It’s spinning.”

      Sabine scrambled to one of the engineering consoles and began reading the script that was scrolling down the screen. “It’s booting up.”

      “How do you feel, Cora?” Grimms asked.

      There was no reply.

      Grimms looked over to Caroline whose eyes went wide as she turned to her own console. “Oh, no. Teichek, are you getting this?” Caroline asked her partner.

      He began going over his own readings. “Yeah. Is this from the core, or is it scheduled?”

      “It’s not on the schedule. I’m guessing it’s the core,” Caroline said, her voice panicky.

      Boon backed away from the tank, her hands clasped to her breasts, “Did I do something?”

      “What’s happening,” Grimms asked, ignoring the small ensign’s question.

      “She’s in a REM cycle,” Caroline answered. “The core put her to sleep, and we don’t know why.”

      “For how long?” Grimms asked, glancing at Cora floating in the bluish solution.

      It was Sabine who answered, “I think until the ship is repaired. The nano repair bots are being printed by the thousands.” He said. His head shot up and he quickly switched his comms on, “Jenkins! Get you and your team out of the reactors. Now!”

      There was a moment’s hesitation, then the reactor to the right became a flurry of activity as the repair team began spilling out of the access hatch.

      “Get that hatch closed, Jenkins,” Sabine yelled across the room.

      In answer, Jenkins slammed the door closed after the last of her team tumbled out, and twisted the handle to the locked position. She gave Sabine a thumbs up while clutching at her chest with the other hand, obviously having chest pains of fright at his sudden orders.

      “Sorry, Commander. The auto repair system is about to flood all the damaged areas of the ship and I didn’t want my people stuck in the middle of a million tiny repair bots. The system may have thought they were foreign objects and tried to get rid of them a piece at a time.”

      Grimms waved away the apology, “Why is Cora asleep?”

      “It’s part of the boot sequence. I think she is going to be out till the core can get the ship up and running.” He said, running a hand through his hair. “We’re stuck on this moon till it’s done.”

      “How long will that be?” Grimms asked, dreading that he already knew the answer. Why did I agree to this?

      “I have no idea, Sir.”
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      Sara awoke to the dark gray canvas of a tent blotting out the sky. Her armor was open and standing next to the cot she was laying on; a thin blanket pulled up to her armpits. She reached up to wipe at the sweat on her forehead and groaned as a headache sprang to life. Trying to sit up she fell back, lightheadedness making the room swim. The groans and light snoring of a great many people created a hum of background noise. Even further in the background she could hear the occasional crack of distant rifle fire and the thudding of larger weapons still waging war while she had been sleeping.

      An Elif woman knelt beside her, putting a hand to her chest and keeping her down. “Don't try to get up right away,” she said in a singsong voice. Her features were slim and angled, like most of her kind. She smiled, reaching down to Sara’s side, and began petting something.

      Sara twisted her shoulders and neck till she saw Alister curled in a ball beside her on the cot. She felt a chill as she remembered the skeleton of the cat down in the vault, and suddenly felt guilty for trying something so reckless. She hadn’t even considered what her death would mean for Alister. To be fair, she didn't think she was going to have to spend that much Aether, but that was no excuse. She knew in her soul that the two of them were connected for life. She had known it the moment she had seen him perched on the counter in her and Cora’s old apartment. A moment that seemed forever ago.

      The Elif woman pet his sleeping form with gentle, long fingers. He stirred, and in a sudden motion, stretched all four paws, arching his back and yawning mightily. He smacked his lips a few times and looked around, blurry-eyed. He saw that Sara was awake and bounced up, ignoring the woman’s petting, and jumped on Sara's chest.

      “Merp,” he said, licking her nose.

      She gave a chuckle and reached up to pet his head, “I’m all right, ya little furball. How long have I been out?” she asked the woman.

      “The soldiers carried you in about two hours ago. They left as soon as they got you out of your armor. Between what I saw from here and what I heard from them, it’s a wonder you didn't kill yourself with that bit of magic,” she said, checking her readings on the medical scanner she waved over Sara.

      “Two hours?” Sara said, sitting up and regretting it immediately. Fighting through the nausea, she stayed up by pure will.

      “Careful, now. Your Aether must have been used to the edge. If someone had told me one mage could do all the damage you did in one blast I would have said they were a liar. But here you are,” she said, her eyes wide and her head shaking slightly in disbelief. “I healed your body to the best of my abilities, but I’m running a little low on Aether myself,” she said, indicating the room full of soldiers laying on cots. “My healing spell was a little weak. You will be sore for a while, but nothing is damaged. Your headache will last till your Aether well begins to fill.”

      “I was hurt?” Sara asked, not remembering being hit.

      The Mage doctor smiled, “Nothing serious. Mostly nasty bruises and a sprained finger. The sprain probably happened when the troops carried you back.”

      Sara rubbed at her face to clear her blurred vision. The knot was coming back, and she rubbed at her neck before it could take hold. Alister leapt to the floor and sat tall, watching her with big yellow eyes.

      “How is the battle going?” she asked.

      “I wouldn't know. I’ve been here in the medical tent the whole time. The number of our troopers coming in has gone down a little, but I’m running out of room pretty quickly. You will have to talk to the sergeant. He said to let you know he would be in the command tent when you woke.”

      “Thank you, uh…I’m sorry, what was your name?” Sara said, swinging her legs off the cot.

      “Dr. Lister. I was the colony’s medical doctor before all this,” she said, standing and helping Sara to her feet.

      “Thank you, Dr. Lister.”

      The woman gave a nod and headed over to another patient in one of the many cots. Sara turned to the exit and made her way out.

      Outside, the late afternoon light gave everything a burnt orange cast, and she squinted at the low sun, gauging there was maybe an hour or two before sunset. Night fighting was more difficult, but the Aetheric armor gave them rather good night vision, so it wouldn't stop the battle, by any means.

      She walked to the command tent, using the opportunity to stretch her tight legs. The distant sound of battle was there, but less chaotic than it had been earlier in the day. Several troops stopped and snapped smart salutes as she passed. She gave return salutes and wondered what all the formality was about.

      Sara entered a world of chaos once she ducked into the command tent. Baxter was at the map, leaning in with Gonders and a few others. Gonders spotted her first and stopped mid-sentence, snapping a salute. The others saw and immediately understood. Turning as one, they snapped salutes themselves—even the people at consoles stood and saluted.

      She was taken aback at the treatment but gave them all a salute in return. “As you were.”

      The room returned to its former chaos. Baxter stepped in close, grabbing her by the shoulders. “Sara, I can't believe you did that. That was amazing…” He stopped. Realizing he had overstepped his bounds, he quickly dropped his hands from her shoulders and took a half step back. “Sorry, Captain. What you did was amazing. It may have just saved us,” he finished, a little more stiffly than was natural for him.

      Sara gave him a bright smile. “It’s fine, Sergeant. How many of them did I get?”

      His grim smile shined white in the darkened room. “At least four thousand of the bastards went up in the explosion. They have less than twenty tanks remaining, and their heavy armored division is down to a few dozen. It was a masterful strike, Ma’am. I didn't even know a mage could do that.”

      Sara looked down at Alister sitting beside her, lazily cleaning a paw. “To be honest, I wasn’t sure we could pull it off. This little guy is both a miracle and a curse.”

      Baxter looked down at Alister, who looked right back at him, daring him to say anything.

      “So, it’s true. He’s a familiar?”

      Sara realized he was the first person to know the exact nature of her and Alister's relationship besides Dr. Hess. Alister had been such an integral part of her time on the ship that she had forgotten the crew thought he was just a pet. Though her asking Alister for spells had to have clued in a lot of them.

      Her face reddened. “I just realized the crew must have thought I was mad, bringing a cat down here.”

      Baxter smiled. “No one ever said ‘mad’. Eccentric, maybe, but not mad. After what you pulled off today, though, they won’t say anything ever again.”

      Sara pulled her hair back from her face and blew out a breath. “As long as there is an ‘after today,’ they can say whatever they want. Have you heard from Grimms?”

      Baxter led her to the map as he talked. “Nothing so far. We did see that the Aetheric link went down, but laser comms were established a few minutes later. They said the core was running a diagnostic and we would need to communicate the slow way till everything was back online.”

      Sara nodded, worry for her sister shoving her fatigue to the side. “How goes the war, Sergeant Major? Are we winning yet?”

      “Well, we’re not losing. Not after that stunt you pulled. We think they don't know how to proceed.” He began pointing out spots on the map, “At first they pressed us hard after your attack, but soon they realized we had taken the time they used to organize under their dome to harden our defenses. They were losing large numbers, and began to fall back half an hour ago. They seem to be retreating all the way back to the wall. This makes no sense; they not only are not advancing, but they are also giving up ground they already have won.”

      Baxter’s face went white.

      “What is it?” Sara said, scanning the map for what he had seen to cause such a reaction.

      “They’re clearing the area. You only give ground to get your men clear of a larger attack. Fuck, I can't believe I didn't see this coming,” he said, staring at the map, and cursing himself under his breath. “Get the Raven on the line,” he yelled to the communications officer.

      “They’re going to bombard the city from orbit. It’s the only thing that makes sense,” he said to Sara's confused expression.

      “But they will be destroying all the tech they came for. The whole reason this planet is being fought over at all is the tech,” Sara said, not understanding why they would come so far just to give it all up by bombarding the prize to dust.

      “It was your attack. They must think we found some super weapon, and are using it against them. They will probably try surgical strikes to minimize damage, but they don't want to waste troops if they don't have to. This isn’t the only city on the planet, but it is the only one with enemy troops. They need to deal with us, then they can do whatever they like. It’s a gamble, but it seems like it’s one they are willing to take.”

      Sara rubbed at the knot in her neck. She was going to have to see if there was anyone on the Raven that knew shiatsu massage when they got back.

      If we get back.

      

      “What do we do, Sergeant? Retreat to the vaults?” Sara asked, as Alister jumped to her shoulder and stared at the map.

      “Too right, Captain,” he said through gritted teeth. “Ladies and gentlemen, you are to fall back immediately to the closest vault. There is an incoming orbital strike, and we have no means of stopping it. Disengage all combat and retreat to the closest vault. Move people, we have minutes at best.” Baxter slammed a fist onto the table, sending the map flickering.

      “You heard the sergeant, people. That means you, too. Head for the vault on the edge of the park, pack as many as you can in the elevator, but don't wait too long, it’s a fast ride,” Gonders began yelling to the command tent staff. They began packing up and moving at a jog with cases of equipment.

      “Sargent Major, I have the Raven on the line,” the comms officer said, standing at his station, eager to begin packing up.

      “Send it to me,” Sara said, tapping her earpiece to open the channel.

      After a moment there was a static burst making Sara wince. “This is the Raven. Captain, it’s good to know you’re all right,” the buzzing voice of Mezner said. “Stand by for Colonel Grimms.”

      There was a click and the gruff voice of Grimms came over the staticky line, “Captain. What’s the situation?”

      Sara cupped her hand over her ear to hear better on the bad connection, “Grimms, we are going to need air support. The Teifen carrier is about to start bombarding the city. Has the core been installed?”

      There was an agonizing ten second delay with the laser comms due to the distance. Sara had to fight not to say anything out of nervousness that would interrupt his eventual reply. She waited, watching soldiers carry boxes of equipment out of the emptying tent.

      When Grimms voice came back it was dark, “I’m sorry Captain. We installed the core nearly two hours ago, but the diagnostic it’s running shut us down. Cora is in a forced slumber while the ship repairs itself. We can’t do anything till it’s done. We’re blind up here, Ma’am. Sabine tells me it will be at least seven more hours till the ship is repaired and comes back online.”

      Sara turned and kicked at a fallen tree branch, “Fuck.” Baxter turned at the outburst, but saw she was still on the line and gave her some privacy. “It will all be over by then. Grimms, I want you to stay out of this when the Raven comes back online. Wait till the Teifen clear the system then get back to Earth as fast as you can. We need to get those cores to the U.H.C. and start using those plans to build a fleet of ships that can actually get shit done. I’m going to do what I can down here, but chances are we aren’t going to make it.” She said the last part quietly, so the troops couldn’t hear her, though she did see Baxter stiffen at the statement.

      “Sir, I don’t like this.” Grimms said after a pause, but he continued, “We are not going to leave people behind. This ship needs her captain.”

      “You are going to leave us, if that’s what it comes down to. Those cores are more important than anyone on this planet, including me,” she said, and to her surprise she meant it. Those cores represented the only fighting chance humanity had in this war. “Is that understood, Grimms?”

      She waited till a defeated, but determined Grimms replied, “Yes Ma’am. Grimms out.”

      The line went dead, and Sara’s shoulders sagged with the weight of the order she had just given. She turned to see Baxter standing tall, directing his people. He was cool and composed, shoulders strong and head held high. He had heard her words. He knew they were dead men walking, but he refused to be beat down.

      She took a breath, standing up straight, and marched to his side.

      “I hope you have one or two more miracles stuffed away in that battlesuit, Ma’am. We could really use one right about now.” Baxter said, not looking at her.

      As they watched the people stream past, Sara looked to Alister, wondering not for the last time if she should finish the summoning.

      Will it even make a difference?

      Alister saw her looking his way and raised an eyebrow.

      “Fuck it. This is going to be our last stand, anyway. Might as well,” she said to him.

      He actually smiled.
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      The tent cleared, and Baxter and Sara turned to follow the last of the command staff. They jogged to the building she had entered earlier that day. There was a small backup of people going down the stairs to the vault, and they waited in the lobby with the missing roof. Sara looked up to the sky, searching for the Teifen carrier.

      The sun was setting, casting the city in shadow, but the flashing of the carrier high in orbit still reflected its light. As she watched, three streamers of light began burning high in the sky.

      It took her a second to figure out what it was.

      “Incoming,” she shouted, ducking behind a wall.

      Baxter yelled over the comms for his men to take cover. Sara squeezed in tight, Alister tucked close to her chest. She wished she had thought to put her armor back on. Then the twilight lit like a noonday sun, and the roar of hundred kilo slugs slamming into the ground drowned out anymore thoughts.

      She felt strong hands pick her up, and was jostled as her rescuer started running.

      Baxter was kicking and screaming to get people down the steps, cradling her in his arms, as the night began raining death and destruction down on them. They made it to the basement stairs, where a gauss round hit close by, rocking the building above. There was a rumbling, and the ceiling began to rain dust, cracks forming across the ceiling of the stairwell.

      “Shield,” Sara half-screamed, half-yelped to Alister.

      A spellform appeared in her mind, and she began powering it, but immediately knew she was not going to have enough energy. She was glad for Baxter carrying her, because she was going to use pretty much everything she had left to keep the ceiling up.

      The shield popped up, supporting the groaning ceiling as they raced down the three levels to the subbasement and took the elevator to the vault. The shield was turning red at the slightest pressure, and she tried to push out more Aether, but she was at her limit.

      The shield failed, and the ceiling began to fall.

      A new shield popped up right before the chunks of ceiling would have crushed them. Sara saw that Gonders was at the base of the stairs, holding the roof at bay until they all made it down.

      When they did, Gonders let the shield go and slipped into the hall behind Baxter. Sara watched over his shoulder as the stairwell filled with tumbling stone and dust, cutting them off from the surface.
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        * * *

      

      Sara and Baxter sat in the abandoned control room, not talking as they listened to the dull thud of impacting gauss rounds on the surface. They were deep enough underground that the rumbling was distant, and in the quiet room, only the sound of their breathing was competing for attention.

      “I guess you can take that nap now,” Baxter said, running a hand through his white hair, still wet with rain and sweat.

      Sara gave him a smile. “I think I’m all good on naps. Just had one in the medical tent, remember?”

      “How could I forget? Scared the hell out of m—us,” he said, not looking at her.

      Sara pushed herself to her feet. “I need to think. You mind if I go through some motions?”

      Not really knowing what she was talking about, Baxter waved for her to continue and got up to pace.

      Sara very slowly began her yoga routine, holding each position for only a few seconds, reveling when her muscles began to loosen and stretch. She got lost in the flow, and her mind began to clear.

      She could see how this would end, with the Teifen numbers being the difference. It didn’t matter that her men were better fighters; they were just too few.

      She changed position.

      The Teifen only had a few mages. She could take them out, if she could only get her well to fill quicker. But that was like asking the rain to fall faster; it was going to fill at its own pace.

      She changed position.

      She needed to complete the Familiar spell. If it worked, she would have all the power she needed.

      If it worked.

      She changed position.

      She trusted Alister. She knew familiars were a real thing, now that she had seen proof in skeleton form.

      She changed position.

      If it didn’t work, she would be leaving her people on the ground without a captain. Then again, if she didn’t do it, the people would all be dead anyway.

      She shifted to Bakasana and opened her eyes. Standing right in front of her was Alister.

      He looked her in the eyes and licked her nose.

      “Is that Bakasana?” Baxter asked, leaning on the wall behind her.

      She came out of the position and sat cross-legged facing him, her mouth open in surprise. “Yes. Yes, it was.”

      He nodded. “Thought so. I’m going to go check on everybody.”

      Sara was so impressed that he knew what the position was called, she didn’t comment on the fact that he had been watching her.
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      Sara sat on the floor of the deserted control room, front and center below the giant view screen. Her knees were pulled up tight to her chest and she peered over them at Alister, who sat facing her, his yellow eyes nearly glowing in the dim light. She had the room to herself, as Baxter and the troops had cleared out ten minutes before to explore the larger complex.

      I need to get on with this.

      She and Alister had unfinished business, and being trapped several hundred meters underground seemed like a desperate enough situation to actually go through with it. The Raven was not coming to help, and the Elif had abandoned Humanity to race back to their home system. They were alone; the situation hopeless.

      No, not hopeless. I just need to trust Alister. Step up, Sara, or get out of the way.

      She eyed him, and he eyed her back. She was done with being scared at the prospect of dying from giving him all her Aether; she was already dead. So was everyone else on the planet.

      It’s all or nothing. I choose all.

      “So, what do I do? Just use you as a spellform?” she said, her mouth hidden behind a knee.

      “Merow,” he said, a serious look on his furry face.

      “What if it kills us?” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

      “Merop,” he shrugged, echoing the conclusion she had just drawn.

      “Good point. You ready?” she asked, holding out both hands palm-up.

      Alister crawled into her open hands, and she dropped her knees to the side and brought her hands up, holding him so they were face to face.

      Then she hesitated.

      Cora was right; he’s just a cat.

      No, he’s more than a cat. He’s my familiar.

      But still, deliberately using all her Aether was suicide. Did she trust a cat that much? Then again, it wasn’t like they had a whole lot of options for getting out of here, and she didn't want to die. She could just—

      Alister licked the tip of her nose.

      She looked at him, took a deep breath, and poured her Aether into him.

      She used him like a physical spellform, his shape guiding the flow. His little body began to glow a dim blue, and she pushed harder. He closed his eyes as his fur began to dance with little static charges. She pushed more Aether into him, keeping the flow wide open.

      She was already nearly empty anyway, so it didn't take long for her body to start fighting back. It felt like she was slowly stabbing her own hand. Her body was firing off all the little tricks it had learned during its evolution to keep her from harm. Her heart rate spiked, flooding her with adrenaline. Her mind tried to distract her with doubt, knowing it couldn't pass the threshold; the forbidden line.

      She saw the point of no return and reached for it, pushing hard, not letting up despite her mind screaming in the background. She came up to the line, that last little bit of Aether that had never been used, the bit that stayed nestled away in her soul, always there, warm and comforting.

      She held that last little bit, just a dim trickle of Aether.

      She cherished it. Loved it. Thanked it for keeping her solid and whole.

      Then she shoved it into Alister.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Major Reginald Baxter stalked the halls looking for Sara. He wanted to let her know that they were still unable to contact the Raven from down in the bunker.

      He shook his head. ‘Captain Sonders’, he thought. Not ‘Sara’.

      Actually, he just wanted to see if she was all right. He had only used a dozen or so spells throughout the day, and he was beat. She had blocked an Aether cannon blast, and then blown up half an army. He hadn’t known it was possible to throw that much magic around. She had to be nearly dead.

      He came to the double doors at the end of the hall and stuck his head in. He had been gone for less than fifteen minutes, but the room was empty. He was about to leave, when a blue wispy glow caught his eye. There at the front of the room, under the huge view screen, was a blue ribbon of light, falling to the floor. It vanished in a puff of Aetheric blue mist before hitting the carpet.

      Reginald Baxter shook his head.

      I must be more tired than I thought.

      He closed the door and took a right, heading down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      Sara could feel the floor under her. It was solid and smooth, unlike the carpet she had been sitting on. She opened her eyes and was surprised when, instead of the control room, she found herself in a place that was completely white. She rolled her head to the right and could see that the white went on forever.

      At least, it looked like forever.

      She could see no corners where the floor met a wall. Having no distinction of a horizon of any kind set her teeth on edge, and she rolled her head back until she was looking at the blank, white sky.

      She realized she was completely naked; an observation that would normally make her uncomfortable was now just a passing thought. She was neither hot nor cold. Her body didn't ache like it had before, and the knot that had been forming in her neck was gone.

      There was a warm feeling deep in her soul that was both desirable and foreign. She no longer felt the pressure to advance at the academy, or sacrifice for the Navy, or search for Cora’s approval. She just felt… content.

      She lay there, enjoying the peace and serenity of the place. She wiggled her toes, just to make sure she still had them, and smiled. After a few minutes of enjoying the feeling of rightness, she decided to explore some more.

      Sara leaned up onto her elbows and looked down the length of her body. There were no bruises or marks from the battle she had been fighting all day. She wiggled her toes again, and noticed a tiny man lying on the ground beyond them.

      Sitting up quickly in a cross-legged position, Sara examined him.

      He was maybe twenty-five centimeters tall, with pale, white skin and black hair that flowed down past his shoulders. He had pointed ears like an Elif, but they were much longer.

      He was also completely naked.

      The man’s eyes fluttered open, and she watched as he went through the same process she had of assessing where he was. Sara eventually cleared her throat, getting his attention.

      Startled, he sat up and began scooting back from the sound, but he stopped and smiled when he saw her.

      With a little effort, he mimicked her cross-legged position and sat facing her.

      “Hello, Sara. It is nice to meet you properly,” he said with a clear but alien accent.

      “Um, do I know you?” she said, eyeing him. She looked into his yellow eyes, and her breath caught in her throat. “Alister?”

      “Alister Burke, at your service,” he confirmed, affecting a seated bow.

      “But, you’re a cat. At least, you’re supposed to be,” she said, taking him in. “What are you?”

      “I’m a pixie. Have been the whole time. I chose the cat form when you summoned me; it’s all part of the bargain.”

      She squinted. “What bargain? The Familiar spell?”

      He shook his head. “No, the Familiar spell is the contract. The bargain is the agreement that humanity made with the pixies at the beginning. Our two species are from the same planet, and we made a deal that benefited us both very early on in our shared history, before we journeyed out into the stars.”

      “So, we’re not from Earth,” Sara said, confirming her earlier speculation with Grimms. “How have we never seen your kind before?” Sara asked, confused.

      “Our original world has been lost, unfortunately. The reason you have never seen us in our time on Earth is because we hide; we have the magic to help us do so,” he said, waving a hand at the empty whiteness.

      Sara looked around her. “You’re saying this place is made of… magic?”

      He nodded. “This,” he said, motioning around them, “is the Aether. When you filled me with your last bit of Aether, it brought us here, made us the same person, in a way. We are able to see each other as we truly are in this place. It’s part of the process.”

      “So, you can change your shape to look like this back in the real world?”

      He shook his head. “No. When the summoning happens, we pixies lose our ability to channel Aether, just like you lost your ability to make spellforms. It’s how the contract works. I become the spellform, and you become the power. It’s kind of like insurance to keep our species working together.

      “I’m sorry, but we don't have a lot of time here. Our essences are mixing as we speak, and when they’re done, we will be reformed in the physical realm.”

      “Wait, this is the only time I’ll be able to talk to you?” Sara said, panic slipping in.

      He smiled. “No, we will be able to do something similar while we sleep. We can't do it all the time, because we would never get any rest, but we will see each other here again. The important things need to be said now, though.”

      At a motion from Sara, he continued. “From now on, I will know what spellform you want without you having to say anything, and you will understand me a lot better than you have up until now. We won’t be able to talk so much as share feelings and emotions. We’ll get used to it—at least, that’s what my great-grandfather said.”

      Sara could see, in the distance, a bluish haze begin to form all around them. Alister saw it as well, and began talking faster. “We don't have much time. The spell is completing. Uh, let’s see, things you need to know. Oh, right. You know how you can split your mind?” She nodded. “Well that is going to give us a huge bump in ability. I’ll be able to give you two spellforms at once.”

      Sara's jaw dropped. “Two spells? That doesn't even seem possible.”

      Alister smiled. “Yeah, I’m pretty excited to see it as well. Also, now that our essences have merged, you will have access to my Aether in addition to your own. It’s not much, but it’s a little bump. But the real advantage to a familiar is in your ability to recharge your Aether well much faster. We pixies can recharge at incredible rates compared to you humans. It compensates for our small Aether wells.”

      He looked around at the encroaching haze, now at half the distance it had been when they first noticed it.

      “Why did we make the contract in the first place?” Sara asked, trying to understand.

      “Because we are better together,” Alister said matter-of-factly. “A mage with a familiar is the most powerful entity in the universe. One War Mage can take on an army. We aren’t all powerful, but we stopped two empires, the Teifen and the Galvox, in their tracks for millennia. Our alliance is mutually beneficial. Humans and pixies are the slowest to reproduce, and humans have the shortest life spans; this contract gives us the edge we need to be safe and persist in a hostile galaxy.”

      He glanced at the haze, which was nearly upon them. Then he jumped up and took her hand, looking deep in her eyes. “Sara. You and I are the first pairing in thousands of years. We’re special. We need to use our power to protect those who cannot protect themselves. We have become a beacon of hope, but our enemies will notice that beacon just as easily. You are the first War Mage in remembered history. Don't be afraid. Be a leader the people will follow. Be smart. I love Cora, but she is wrong about you. You are special and creative and unflinching in the face of danger. Your recklessness makes you powerful and unexpected. This war will not be won with cautious decisions.”

      She scooped him close in an embrace as the haze fell upon them. “We will be the blade in the night,” she whispered.

      Then there was darkness
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      Sara burst out of the double doors of the control room, her strides long and purposeful. She saw Baxter coming down the hall and gave him a bright smile. He waved and jogged to catch up to her as she continued toward the vault’s main room.

      “Sara, there you are. I’ve been looking for…” He trailed off as he took her in.

      She turned to him, a smile on her face that showed off her white teeth, “Yes, Baxter?”

      His face was open in astonishment. “You’re, uh, glowing,” he said, looking at her body. Then he took a slight step back. “Your eyes.”

      “What about them?”

      “Well, they’re glowing, too. What the hell happened to you? Is that Aether?” he asked incredulously.

      “I seem to have a bit of excess at the moment. I’m not sure how long that’s going to last, so I need to move quickly if I want to keep us all alive.” She turned and headed through the main room, drawing the stares of humans and Elif alike.

      The Elif looked at her as if she were one of the Furies returned, vengeance made manifest; she supposed she was, in a way.

      Her union with Alister had filled her well, overflowed it, and she could feel the Aether still coming on. She was going to use this gift to save as many people—humans, Elif and pixies—as she could. She could stop the carrier singlehandedly in this state, and she was not going to hold back. A war mage could supposedly stop an army…well, she was going to put that claim to the test.

      She walked past the gun embankments and stepped into the elevator. When she turned, she realized that Baxter had followed her in. She smiled at the stupefied look on his face. As the doors closed, she saw that all eyes in the room were on her, and she was filled with a need to see those hopeful, wonder-filled faces free of this conflict. Then the doors were closed, and the elevator was rocketing up the shaft.

      Her heart was determined in a way she had never understood was possible. All her life, she had thought of herself as second best to her twin, always trying to find the easy way, the quick solution. She had never been fully herself—just a shadow, trying to catch up.

      But she was not second best. She was different. She and Cora were twins in body only. She was her own self, her own champion, and she had been comparing herself to someone on a different path.

      'If you judge a fish by how well it can climb a tree, it will always feel like a failure,' as a well-known physicist once said.

      Well, she was not attempting to climb trees anymore; she was about to go swimming for the first time. She felt a spring of joy and power she never knew she possessed.

      “I get that you are about to do something spectacular, and after what I’ve seen you do today, that is saying something. But I just want to know that you’re all right,” Baxter said, staring at the closed doors as the elevator hummed along the shaft.

      Sara smiled. She reached up and took Alister into her arms, cradling him close. He began to purr, and rubbed his face on her collarbone. She kissed him on the top of his head, and he pushed into it.

      “I’m wonderful, Baxter. Absolutely wonderful,” she said, looking over at him.

      She admired this man. He was strong and hard and commanding, but he had a warm, soft center that made his men love and follow him. She could tell that he was concerned for her as a person—not as his captain, or as a tool to get him home, but as Sara Sonders.

      “I feel like that is a bit of a workaround to what I’m asking,” he said, smiling over at her. “I want to know that you are not about to go do something stupid that is going to get you killed. I would like to get to know you better in the future, and I feel like you dying may put a damper on those plans.”

      She leaned over, bumping him with her shoulder. “You really know how to wow the ladies, don't you? No, Baxter, I’m not planning on dying in some self-sacrificing, symbolic victory.” Her face swiftly hardened, and she stared daggers at her imagined enemy. “I am going to rip a starship from the sky and reacquaint the Teifen with the scariest thing in the galaxy.”

      Baxter’s eyes were wide at the venom in her voice. “And what would that be?”

      “A War Mage,” she purred.
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      They stepped from the elevator, and Sara began jogging toward the vault door, Baxter close on her heels. They came to the stairwell full of rubble and stopped.

      “It doesn't look like there’s a way through that. A crew will need to excavate for days before we can get out of here,” Baxter said, taking in the pile of rock and twisted stairs.

      Sara focused on the pile, and as she thought of what she needed, Alister provided it. She smiled and kissed his head again as she held him close. Then she powered the spellform, forming a shield beneath the pile of rubble, and let loose a torrent of Aether. The shield shot straight up, pushing the stone and twisted metal, and even the sides of the walls, up and out into the night sky. It was like clearing a gun barrel with a shotgun blast.

      Baxter stumbled back a few steps in surprise, staring at Sara as she stepped into the freshly cleared shaft.

      “I guess that would work, too,” he said, eyes wide.

      Sara hadn't even felt the drain on her Aether reserves. She took a deep breath and was readying her next spell when Baxter spoke again.

      “Do you really think you can stop that carrier?” he asked in all seriousness.

      She smiled. “I know I can. Don't worry, I’ll be back for you all soon.”

      “If you get us out of this, I’ll buy you all the drinks my salary can afford.”

      “I’m not that heavy of a drinker, but I will take you up on one or two,” she said with a wink.

      She grabbed herself with a force spell and shot up the shaft like a redheaded bullet.

      Shooting into the night sky, she realized why no other mages used this spell like she was now. Alister had to change the spell as they moved, each movement taking a different form of the force spell. Without a pixie morphing the spell instantaneously, a mage would have no control. She smiled and hugged him close again.

      She stopped their ascent a few hundred meters above the city and took in the destruction. Many of the gun nests they had set up were nothing more than smoking craters. The Teifen were using smaller, slower rounds to keep the damage to a minimum to preserve what tech they could, but the destruction was still extensive. If troops and colonists hadn't gotten to the vaults, they would have been wiped out within minutes.

      The command tent was gone, but she could see that the hospital tent was still half standing. She flew down and began searching through the tent until she found what she was looking for. Her armor had been toppled from its standing position, but was still intact. Pressing a finger to the forehead, she opened it up. She pulled out Alister's helmet, once she opened the side pouch of her suit.  After clicking his helmet into place on his battlesuit, she then awkwardly lay down in her own until it recognized her, and closed around her like the folding wings of an angel. She powered it and waited as it came online.

      She put Alister in the side pouch, latching it closed. “Sorry, buddy, but that’s the best I can do for now. This is going to get interesting, and I think I’m going to need my hands in a bit, and I wouldn't want you to fall off my shoulder,” she said, patting the pouch, and feeling him move inside. She felt a rush of acceptance from him, and smiled.

      He was right; this empathic link was going to help.

      She checked her weapons then looked to the sky. Sara could see the little flickering light of the carrier far above her, streaks of fire still raining from its cannons.

      Alister gave her the spellform, and she launched herself into the air. They streaked upward at an incredible rate, the force spell counteracting the acceleration, which let them shoot through the air without feeling the g-forces. She formed a shield to protect them from the buffeting atmosphere. They were soon moving fast enough that it began to glow as the atmosphere began to burn with their passage. She poured on the power, increasing their speed. Soon she couldn't see anything but the orange-white glow roaring past the shield.

      It took only a minute or two before the fire suddenly winked out, and she knew they had escaped the atmosphere completely. They were in space.

      Sara smiled. She had to be the first human to get to orbit without a ship. Well, at least the first in several thousand years.

      They were still moving incredibly fast, but it seemed to her they had practically come to a stop, without being able to feel the roaring passing of air. Spotting the carrier ahead she changed their direction to intercept it. She pushed on harder, wanting to get this over with.

      They were still approximately five hundred meters out when Sara finally reversed the spell, dragging them both to a halt, matching orbital speed with the behemoth. She was a tiny speck floating in front of the enemy ship, not even large enough to warrant being shot at by the PDCs.

      She opened a channel to the carrier, waiting until they accepted the call.

      A view screen opened on her HUD, seemingly projecting the image out in front of her. A large ram-horned Teifen filled the screen. He had a look of anger on his face, but it turned to confusion when he saw Sara's face on his own screen.

      “What is this?” the Teifen demanded, his voice deep and gravelly, but full of command.

      Sara took in his black eyes and hair with a calm, bored look. His gray skin was wrinkled with frown lines, which deepened when she did not immediately answer.

      “You are an inconvenience to me. You have come and attacked my people, and I cannot let it continue,” Sara said calmly.

      The Teifen frowned, then began to laugh. “What do you plan to do about it, Elif? Talk me to death? You have no ships. Your troops, while good, are outnumbered, and I am smashing your precious colony to dust. You dare come to me and make threats? How unlike your soft Elif brothers and sisters. Surrender now, and I will keep you alive as a novelty—the Elif that thought to threaten their betters.” He ended with a smug look of humor.

      Sara gave him a half smile. “I’m not here to negotiate with you. I just wanted to see the face of the thing I was about to end. You have attacked a colony of scientists and researchers. You have shown no mercy, so I will show you the same.”

      His face became a mask of rage. “Listen here, you little Elif bitch—”

      Sara cut him off. “I’m not Elif, Twirly Horns. I’m a human.”

      The Teifen stood straighter in surprise. “A human? There hasn’t been a human in the galaxy for generations. You’re no human, but like with the humans, we will wipe you from the galaxy.”

      “I am a human, Goat Face. But more to the point, I’m a War Mage.”

      She cut off the call just as his eyes widened. He probably didn't believe her. Not yet.

      She took a deep breath, and Alister, sending feelings of surprise and awe at what she was planning, delivered the spellform she required. She dumped untold amounts of Aether into it.

      The spellform burned bright and perfect in her mind, unlike anything she had ever experienced, and what she knew she would more than likely never experience again. The well of her Aether was being filled as fast as she could use it, which she certainly did.

      When the spellform blazed like the heart of a star, she released it. A spear of force lanced forward at unimaginable speed, slamming its tip into the prow of the ship and ripping through the entire craft until the tip plunged from the bow. Kilometers long, the spear stayed rigid and firm.

      Sara began changing the spellform, and dumped more Aether into it.

      The spear of force began to expand, growing in diameter with every ounce of Aether added. The ship buckled and groaned, the force snapping supports and warping armor plating. The lights flickered as the electrical systems began to fail. The spear kept expanding, as steady and unstoppable as the orbit of planets.

      Sara was screaming with effort, draining her Aether as fast as it would come. She felt a trickle of blood from her nose, but paid it no mind and pushed on.

      In a final push, the spear of force exploded outward, tearing the carrier into chunks of scrap full of dying Teifen.

      Sara let the spellform go and felt her well refill almost immediately. She smiled, watching the pieces of the once great ship float apart in a cloud.

      She turned back to the planet and began the short journey to the surface.

      She called Baxter, who had fortunately not returned to the vault, where their signals couldn't penetrate.

      “Baxter, we need to get the troops back on the surface. The carrier is down, but there are still Teifen we need to take care of.”

      “It’s down? It’s only been a few minutes,” he said in disbelief.

      “Believe it. You owe me a drink, mister. I’ll be down in a minute or two.”
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      Sara met Baxter as he was climbing out of the hole she had created when blasting the stairwell clear. She landed a few meters from him, causing him to nearly tumble back over the ledge, but he caught himself.

      “Fuck, Captain. That is spooky as hell. How are you even doing that?” he asked, getting to his feet and heading toward some of the crates full of supplies that had survived the bombardment.

      “I’ll tell you later. How are we getting the troops up here?”

      “There should be some rope ladders in the supply crates, help me find them,” he said, throwing open the first crate he came across.

      They soon had several ladders secured, and troops were climbing out.

      “I need you to get runners to the other vaults. I took out the carrier, but there are still several thousand Teifen in the city. I saw a large number of them retreating to the transport ships, but there were at least as many still organizing for a battle. I’m going to go ahead and soften them up, but we will need some clean up on the ones that get away. Can you take it from here?” she asked, pulling a trooper up over the lip of the hole.

      “Yeah, we got it. Go do your thing, but be careful—you’re not invincible.” He paused, looking at her. “Are you?”

      She laughed. “Not exactly, but right now, I feel like it. Keep me informed.”

      With that, she shot into the air. She spotted the largest group of Teifen still against the wall, surrounding the hole that their Aether cannon had blasted through it at the beginning of the battle for the city. Forming a shield, she rocketed into the center mass of the troops. She impacted the ground like a meteorite, blasting stone and dirt in all directions.

      She stood and, breathing in, took in her foes.

      The closest Teifen had been thrown to the ground in heaps. Blue blood smeared the bottom of her shield where she had smashed troops to bloody pulp. They stared, not moving with the shock of her arrival.

      Sara roared out an animal sound, her fists clenched and glowing with power. The hulking Teifen standing closest to her actually took a step back in fear.

      She struck without pause. A blast of fire spewed from her left hand, incinerating anything in its path. Then her hand sent blades of force slicing through men and armor like they were made of tissue paper.

      For a glorious moment, she poured death and destruction on an ancient enemy that had showed her and hers no quarter.

      Then they started firing back.

      She threw up a shield, absorbing the fire from a hundred weapons like it was nothing. The Aether was flowing from her in waves, ripping tanks to shreds with force, burning Teifen in their armor, freezing bodies solid as she moved from one foot to the other. It was a dance she knew she would only be able to do once, and she was going to make the most of it.

      She tore from one end of the wall to the next, and soon she was chasing them as they ran from her in droves. Soaring over the battlefield she rained destruction, then swooping in to thick groups of Teifen she blasted them with fire and ice, smashing them to the ground with force hammers. She was a goddess of death.

      She may have fought for minutes, or days—she had no clue—but eventually there were no more enemies. She stood in an open square, the stones charred and smeared with blue blood. Nothing moved but the smoke. Her breathing was heavy, and she could taste the blood running from her nose, but she was not done. Not by a long shot.

      She streaked into the air, and turned out over the open field, where the transports were warming up their engines. Smiling cruelly, she rocketed over the swaying grass, and fell upon them with reckless abandon, ripping the large ships to pieces or imploding them with crushing balls of force. All ten transports lay in ruins, their dead occupants scattered across the ground like discarded peanut husks.

      The Aether raged. She needed to do more. To channel more. She needed to mash her enemies to a bloody pulp. She searched for more Teifen, but found only the dead.

      There was a tickling in her mind.

      Ignoring it, she flew to the city and scanned for more of the enemy, but found none. She finally spotted a group of armored soldiers, and dove in for the kill. She craved their blood. The Aether begged to be used.

      She reached out to smash them with her powers, but the spellform didn't come. She tried again, but there was no spellform to channel into. She realized that she was falling, not flying anymore. She tried again, but nothing.

      Her head cleared slowly as the wind slapped and buffeted her. The fog of battle and bloodlust gradually washing from her mind as the Aether reluctantly receded back to its well. With a scream of realization, she saw that the enemy she had been trying to crush were her own troops.

      She was still falling, the wind whipping past her in a rush.

      At the last second, a spellform appeared, and she fed it. A shield popped up around her seconds before she slammed to the ground, sending clods of dirt and stone in all directions.

      She lay there groaning and wondering what had happened.

      Baxter’s face leaned into view. “You okay? I’ve been trying to reach you for twenty minutes,” he said, concern in his voice.

      “I’m… I’m fine. Sorry, I was a little caught up there for a minute,” she said, groggily. She could feel a trickle of disappointment and fear coming from Alister.

      “I think I owe you that drink, Captain,” Baxter said, and he offered her a hand up.
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      The Teifen scout stepped into the throne room, his head lowered in respect and fear. He was guided to the opulent room that soared four stories above to a glass ceiling that exposed the vastness of space; a reminder of what their God Emperor ruled over. The scout tugged at his curled horn with nervousness, but he would fulfill his duty to his Lord.

      The guards stopped him at the foot of the dais, and stepped back, one hand still on their weapons. The scout slowly looked up at the magnificent throne, inlaid with gold and silver. Huge tapestries hung from the soaring ceiling, framing the throne to perfection.

      The Governor had a bored look on his face. His massive frame was slumped in the throne, and he didn't even glance at the visitor.

      Flipping a hand in a lazy manner, the Governor boomed, “My advisors tell me you have something to report. For some reason, they seem to think you need to tell me in your own words what you saw.”

      The Governor’s eyes slowly turned and focused on the scout, whose legs began to tremble under their intense scrutiny. He had to make an effort to keep his hooves from tapping on the stone tile.

      “My Lord, our ship came under attack on the outskirts of your province, in the Elif empire.” he began, but was cut off.

      “Former Elif empire. It is a victory the Emperor will be pleased with, I am sure.” The Governor’s voice dripped with his lust for approval from the God Emperor.

      “Forgive me, Lord. We were attacked on the outskirts of the former Elif Empire. It was a single ship that came out of nowhere. We had reports that the area was empty of Elif star cruisers, so our captain was not prepared when they arrived. There was a fierce battle, but in the end, the carrier was destroyed. We could not get a transmission off in time, but I happened to be in my ship from an earlier scouting mission, so I was able to escape.”

      He realized his actions may be seen as cowardice, so he quickly amended his last statement. “Uh, so that I may report to your Lordship.”

      The Governor’s face tightened in annoyance. “Why does one ship’s fate merit my attention? I have millions of ships entrusted to me to help with the control of my sector.”

      “My Lord, the loss of one ship is of no concern to you, I am sure, but the enemy may be,” the scout said, bowing his head.

      “Continue. You have my attention,” the Governor growled.

      The scout quickly resumed. “My Lord, the scans of the ship revealed an ancient design. A human design. The ferocity with which they fought was nothing an Elif-controlled ship could hope to achieve. They were humans, my Lord, I swear it,” he said, bowing low.

      The Governor sat unmoving, taking in the news. The war with the Elif had been tedious, but nothing his vast armadas could not quash in time. The Galvox were stupid beasts. Barely more than a slathering hoard that won the occasional battle with sheer numbers, not tactics. Their push into his sector was nothing more than an itch.

      But a human enemy.

      The stories his ancestors told were of an enemy worthy of the Teifen.

      “Humans,” the Governor said. A smile spread across his face. Finally, an enemy worthy of my greatness. “Have my dreadnought made ready for battle. We leave in the morning,” he bellowed as he swept from his throne, his long leathery tail snapping as he headed toward his war room.

      “Should I continue on to the Capital to pass word to the Emperor, my Lord?” the scout asked, still bowed.

      The Governor stopped and turned back, “No. I will handle this in the name of our great God Emperor. No need to trouble him over such a trifle.”

      “Yes, my Lord,” the scout said in obvious relief at not having to deliver the news to his god.
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        * * *

      

      Author’s Note:

      Dear Reader,

      Thanks for joining along on this epic adventure!

      Sara has won the day. But it almost killed her…

      …and she almost murdered her own troops in a bloodthirsty rage.

      Can she learn to control her power before it destroys her? Or someone she loves?

      No one has heard from Cora or the Raven. Will Cora ever wake up?

      The Elif have abandoned them. The Teifen are preparing to extinguish them. This war is just getting started for humanity. Are you ready for the true battle ahead?

      See where the Aether might take you in Dreadnought: War Mage: Book Two.

      Get it now, and come follow me on Facebook.

      Thank you,

      Charles R. Case

      P.S. Authors love reviews and whiskey… and reviews are free.
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        [image: Facebook] Facebook

      

    

  

cover1.jpeg
e, R CASE

) BOOK ONE





