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To my readers. Ten books, and you’re still with me.

Thank you. This one’s for you.
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CHAPTER ONE

Planet Sandreem
Twenty-five years ago
SILENT AND DETERMINED adversaries, the boy and his father were locked in battle. Their foreheads nearly touched as they sat hunched over a Sech board, scrutinizing several dozen game pieces carved to resemble soldiers. The bustle and laughter of the rest of the family filled the cottage, while filets of fresh-caught river eel sizzled on the grill. A few raindrops splashed against the windows of the cottage, the last of an early evening squall.
Eriff tried to predict the result of his father’s confident moves across the game board. Some endings had him invading his father’s Holy Keep, but others had Eriff’s goddess falling to his father’s onslaught. Which would be the best move? The right move.
His father’s quiet voice broke his concentration. “Life or death…so it always is for you, boy.”
Eriff glanced up into amused blue eyes that looked just like his, according to his mother. “As vivid as the noon sky on High-Sun Day,” she’d say. “With hair as black as soot and eyes like those, my fair Eriff, you’ll snare your lady’s heart with a glance, just as your father won mine.”
His father’s chair creaked as he leaned back. He pretended to work stiffness out of his limbs. “I fear I’ll grow old waiting for you to make a decision.”
His father’s teasing left him puzzled. Time sped by when he was stalking his prey—outside in the woods hunting, or here in a game of Sech. “Have I taken too long?”
“Let me say this. It seems the gods gifted you with infinite patience. With life so slow on this backwater planet, it’ll serve you well, I think.” Under his breath, he added, “Move your archer…there.”
“But that will open my quadrex to your warriors!”
“Take a chance.” His father’s eyes sparkled.
“But, Papa, my archer, it’s not logical.”
“Not everything in life can be logically thought out, Eriff. Often, taking a risk brings the sweetest reward of all.”
Often, but not always. And that was the part Eriff didn’t like about his father’s advice. As soon as a player’s goddess piece was taken, the game was over. But in Sech, even the lowliest soldier could topple an empire. Eriff moved his scout, planning to inch it forward and breach his father’s Holy Keep.
His father gave a shrug and captured one of Eriff’s commanders, dropping the piece into a worn leather pouch. Eriff lowered his head.
Chuckling, his father reached across the table to ruffle his hair. “So serious…an old soul your grandmother says. I wish for you the chance to leave this world and find your fortune, but alas, the chances of that are next to none.”
Eriff perked up. “You had that chance, Papa.” Maybe this time his father would tell him of the years he’d spent fighting the Drakken Horde. There were stories, oh so many stories; Eriff could see them in his eyes. But no matter how much he pleaded, the man never shared them. All Eriff knew was that his father joined the Coalition Army as a teenager and went off to see the galaxy.
At least he came back. A great-uncle on his mother’s side didn’t. Mangus Slipstream left to become a scientist long before Eriff was born and no one ever heard from him again.
Well, Eriff was staying put. Even if he wanted to leave, how would he? It was rare for ships to pass this way. Commerce required wormholes for the ships to speed through vast distances that would normally take months and likely years. There were no wormholes near Sandreem.
It was quiet here, and that’s the way Eriff liked it. No one wasted much thought about the rest of the galaxy or the war. Why should they when nothing happened on Sandreem to remind them of it?
Eriff might have doubted there was a “somewhere else” if he hadn’t seen the evidence with his own eyes: a deep-space cargo transport. But he’d been little more than a babe and remembered nothing of the crew except for the stink of their craft.
His father did, however, bring home one treasure from the far-off lands: the Sech board. It was a revered family possession. As soon as Eriff could hold a game piece in his hand, his father taught him how to play.
Boom-boom. Sudden thunder echoed down from the mountains. The table vibrated, rattling the game pieces out of position. Eriff gasped in dismay, trying to put the pieces back in order. His father’s hand covered his much smaller one, stopping him. “The game’s over.”
Thunder rumbled on and on. Eriff joined his sisters at the windows. “I never heard a storm like this before,” Kayree said.
“Me, either!” Karah sang out.
Eriff threw open the window and peeked outside. Clouds raced across a clearing sky. Thunder boomed again, roaring. Screeching.
The small house shook on its very foundation. It sounded as if the sky was tearing open. Eriff’s heart bounced with the thrill of it. Then a shadow passed over the house.
“Look!” he shouted, coming up on his toes as an enormous, gleaming starship descended toward the horizon. Ribbons of white clouds trailed behind it. It was going to land! “Father! Is it Coalition?”
“Yes.”
Eriff wasn’t sure what they’d have done if the answer had been otherwise. If the Drakken had come, it would be to slaughter them all. They had no mercy, no religion. While the Coalition worshipped the Goddess and all Her descendents, the Drakken were nonbelievers. His mother told him it was why they’d split from the Coalition long ago. His father said the Horde had spent nearly every year since trying to invade the Holy Keep on Sakka and take the Goddess in a real-life game of Sech.
Eriff’s mother answered a banging at the front door. Rion, chief of the planetary watch, stormed in. “Visitors, Deklan. We’re mobilizing!”
Eriff’s father was already pulling on his boots. “Who are they, where are they headed and what do they want?”
“Coalition deep-space patrol ship. Eastern quadrex. Don’t know yet. They stopped answering questions after we exchanged the basics.” Rion shrugged. “Or maybe our radios just weren’t too good.”
“Are they ever? We’d better cobble together a welcome delegation and hightail it out to the landing site. Otherwise they’ll think we’re a bunch of backward rimmers.”
“We are backward rimmers,” Eriff’s mother pointed out.
His father pulled her close for a quick kiss. “No need to shout that fact.” He tucked a hunting knife into his belt, and a flashlight. Then he forked a slab of grilled eel into a piece of flatbread, splashed on some hot sauce, rolled it all up and stuck it in his hip pouch. “I’ll be back later with all the news.”
Eriff grabbed his bow and arrows and ran to the door.
“Where are you going?”
“I’m off to hunt.” And hunt he would. He’d hunt the off-worlders. He wanted to see what they were made of, these ship-dwellers, these folk from the central worlds. The land of Sech and goddesses. And he’d do it all without their knowing. No one on Sandreem could move through the forest as silently as he could.
“You haven’t eaten dinner.” Suppressing a smile, his mother set a plate of food under his nose. With one whiff of the aroma, all thoughts of starships vanished. He sat down hard and dug in.
There was only one thing Eriff loved more than Sech, and that was food. Each bite was its own wonder: the contrasting tang of the spices and the textures; the crunch of cuttle-squash, the moist, smoky flesh of the grilled eel; the sweetness of grass ale with the sour aftertaste that made his cheeks ache.
When he was finished, he made the sign of the Goddess over his heart, thanking Her. “And you, too, Mama.” Then he grabbed his gear and ran outside.
This time of year the sun hung low in the sky all night. Everything was bathed in soft, pink-orange light. Eriff’s feet bounced soundlessly off the spongy forest floor as he raced along narrow, shadowy paths secret to everyone else but him. Drowsy tree barrets chirruped. Water left over from the rains fell from huge, furry icquit leaves high above, landing with a plop, plop, plop sound that soon drowned in the noise coming from the spaceship in the clearing.
He stopped short. The craft was huge—bigger than twenty or thirty cottages. Impossible that it could get off the ground! But he’d seen it fly. It was white, blinding white, and triangular: heavy-looking with stubby wings. But in the air it had looked so graceful. It reminded him of the ancient rays that glided below the waves of the inland sea but that flopped clumsily when stranded on the beach.
Something stank—metallic and hot. The cooling engines. A sneeze pushed up his nose but he swallowed it, his eyes watering. To get a better view, he shimmied up the trunk of a tree, springing from branch to branch like a whip-tailed conifox. Crouched low, he waited for the ship’s crew to greet the group of Sandreemers just now arriving at the ship.
His father and the others nervously smoothed their clothing, running fingers through their hair. The ship’s hatch opened and a tall, strong man with short, bright orange hair, a tall fair-haired woman and a bald, dark-skinned man strode down the ramp, looking impressive in their crisp Coalition uniforms and gleaming insignia.
The groups greeted each other. “My apologies for intruding,” the orange-haired man said. He seemed to be in charge. Probably the captain. “A balky fusion drive necessitated we put down for some repairs.” He stopped himself. “Engine…working bad,” he said, explaining with simpler words, as if Eriff’s father and the other Sandreem party were stupid rather than technologically backward compared to the rest of the galaxy. “We won’t be here long, a few standard hours. My crew will remain onboard.”
“Then please accept these blessings of our planet.” The disappointed Sandreemers presented the off-worlders with baskets of fruits, nuts, vegetables and ready-to-cook game. Another basket contained local handicrafts.
As soon as Eriff’s father and the rest left, the fiery-haired captain reached into a basket and pulled out a thick, limp, skinned eel. He showed it to the crew, and they all burst into laughter. He threw it into the underbrush with obvious distaste.
The fools! That was a female river eel, prized for its tender meat. One that size would have made rich, sweet filets for a dozen people or more.
Anger simmered in Eriff’s belly. The strangers thought they were better than the Sandreemers. Better than his father. Nothing was more important to Eriff than his family. To insult his world and his people was to insult him!
“Stay onboard,” the captain told his companions. He checked for a weapon on his belt. “I’ll have a look around.”
“I don’t recommend it, sir,” the bald man said. “I saw a few small life forms around the perimeter. I don’t think there’s anything dangerous, but better not to take a chance.”
“The only thing dangerous around here is the natives’ idea of fine cuisine. Did you see that thing? Gods, a snake!”
“Sir, I believe it was an eel.”
“Whatever. It’s not going in my mouth. But this is.” He showed them a lumpy pouch. Eriff couldn’t see what was inside.
The bald man’s brow went up. “Picnic, sir?”
“You could call it that. I’ve been on this ship too damned long. Give me a secured perimeter, say one click, all the way around. That way you’re happy and I’m happy.”
“Yes, sir.”
The captain strolled away from the ship like he owned every square inch of ground. For a long time, Eriff mirrored his exploration from high in the trees. At several points during the man’s stroll, Eriff took aim with his bow. Stupid off-worlder, don’t you know I’ve got you in my sights?
By the stream, the captain stopped, closing his eyes and inhaling, as if Sandreem was the most beautiful place he’d even seen.
It is, off-worlder. No place in the galaxy equaled Sandreem in beauty; of that Eriff was sure.
The captain prowled more than walked, listening, smelling, seeing, but still he didn’t sense Eriff’s presence. He crouched by the stream, letting the water run over his hand to test the temperature. Coward. A Sandreemer would have jumped in with no hesitation.
The man stripped naked. This was no soft-bodied freight hauler; he was as fit as Eriff’s father. Soon the captain was floating on his back in a deep pool under a canopy of willows. His uniform fluttered from the gnarled branch of an ancient ebbe-apple tree. Under it was the pouch he’d brought along from the ship. “Picnic,” the bald man had said.
There was food in that box. Off-worlder food.
Eriff slid down the tree. Covered in shadows, he was a shadow himself as he sneaked up to the captain’s gear. A brush of his fingers over the man’s uniform and his amazing pistol sent a frisson of excitement up his arm. What would it be like, using a weapon like that to hunt?
A splash sounded from the pool. Eriff froze, his heart slamming against his rib cage. Thankfully the captain was still floating, unaware he’d soon be walking back to his ship hungry.
Eriff snatched the pouch and took it with him into the woods. He lifted the lid. The food had been kept warm somehow. It seemed to be a dish of layers of meat, pungent white cheese and vegetables, flat and brown and unfamiliar. He inhaled the aroma and shuddered in pleasure. Then he squished a finger into the food and brought a morsel to his mouth for a taste.
“Goddess,” he whispered. It was spiced with flavors he didn’t recognize. He dug in and scooped up mouthfuls until not a speck of sauce remained.
The off-worlder waded to shore and shook water from his hair. He’d dressed before he appeared to notice that his meal was missing. “Where the…?” Eyes narrowed, his mouth thinning to a furious slash, he peered into the woods as he turned in a full circle. “Who’s there?”
Eriff scampered away, leaping from tree to tree. The captain followed, surprisingly soundless, but Eriff evaded him, knowing every hiding place, every twist of branch of the ancient trees. His blood sang with the thrill of the game. It was like Sech, only real.
Gulping air, Eriff paused above an obvious path where he lifted his bow and arrow. He’d show this intruder what Sandreemers were made of. He waited until the captain passed under an ebbe tree laden with large fist-size fruit before he let the arrow fly. It snipped the stems of several ebbes. The falling fruit bounced off the captain’s head.
Eriff expected the off-worlder to be furious, but he threw back his head and laughed, shoulders rocking. “To my impressive and invisible adversary,” he said, lifting an ebbe in a toast to the trees where Eriff crouched unseen. Silently, Eriff drew back the bowstring. Before the captain had a chance to take a bite from the ebbe, Eriff loosed the arrow.
The fruit exploded in the captain’s hand.
His face darkened, and his narrowed eyes turned frighteningly cold. “That was close, rimmer. A little too close, in fact. Are you tiring of your game, then, and wish to make it real? We can make it so, if you wish.” He drew his pistol, sighting through the scanner. “We can make this as real as you want.”
Eriff pressed flat against the tree trunk as the muzzle tracked past him. And stopped. He sees you!
Eriff’s knees shook. Pure terror gripped his chest.
The captain lowered the pistol. “Gods, it’s only a child. Come down from that tree! Are you hungry, little rimmer? I have more food.” The off-worlder made a show of rooting around in his pocket. “But you’ll have to come down and get it.”
He thinks you’re as stupid as he thought Papa was. Something in Eriff just had to prove the off-worlder wrong.
Sweat trickled down Eriff’s jaw. He raised the bow one last time. As steady as he could, he brought the arrow around to his target and fired. It caught the captain’s right epaulet and sheared it off. Thwack! The captain’s Coalition rank and a large piece of his uniform shirt was now pinned to the tree.
Thwack! The captain’s left epaulet joined the right. Eriff caught the briefest glimpse of the captain standing there, his shirt in shreds, before he took advantage of the captain’s distraction and fled.
Tree to tree he leaped until he was far enough away to descend safely to the paths. And then he ran like the wind in the direction of home—
Something slammed him in the face. It felt like a stone wall made of light and heat.
He landed hard on his back, his head swimming. Run! He scrambled to his feet and charged forward. Again, lightning flashed behind his eyes, and he was thrown to the ground.
Whatever was there, he couldn’t see it, but it was as impenetrable as any wall.
The man’s footsteps were getting closer. Run!
Eriff’s skin tingled and stung. He managed to get his knees under him, using his bow as a crutch. Hurry. Twigs snapped and crunched behind him much closer now. The captain was almost there.
Fear flared, sharp and hot, driving him to his feet.
Cr-aack! Something slammed into his back with the force of a mighty kick. He was thrown face-first into the dirt.
An explosion of pain stole his ability to move. A second later, it took his consciousness.

ERIFF WOKE TO NAUSEA and the sight of the ground careening back and forth below him. Someone held him by the waist-belt like a sack of grain, swinging him as he walked.
Nausea surged. Sweat needled his body. His stomach balled up, spilling its contents on the forest floor.
He heard groans and laughter through the sounds of his retching. Male voices. “So you steal my food, little rimmer,” one said, “and have the nerve to vomit it up on my boots.”
It was the off-worlder captain. Eriff had shot arrows at him. He’d be furious. He peddled his legs, trying to free himself.
The captain gave him a hard shake. “Be still. You’re in enough trouble as it is. Read the charges against him, Major Atir.”
The bald officer cleared his throat. “Charge number one—following the captain for a goodly amount of time without him detecting your presence.”
“Guilty!” the captain sang out.
“Charge two—stealing the captain’s dinner from literally behind his back.”
“Guilty!”
“And—the most heinous of the lot—stripping the captain of his rightfully earned Coalition rank in a most humiliating fashion.”
“Guilty!”
They were going to punish him. Maybe kill him. Eriff swiped his knuckles across his nose, trying hard not to cry.
“No one’s ever bested the captain like that,” the officer said.
“Need you remind me, Major Atir?”
Eriff sensed the men were smiling at the captain’s dramatic, wounded tone, but he was too sick and scared to be sure.
“You’d better remember how to walk real quick, little rimmer. For a scrap of a thing, you sure are heavy.” He dropped him to his feet. Eriff’s legs wobbled like overcooked kristalks, but the man propelled him along. “When I ordered the force-field around the ship, it was to keep wild things out, not to keep them in. But if not for that perimeter, you’d have escaped me. No one escapes me. Until now, that is. You have a gift, a natural-born talent. I know of a school for special boys like you. In fact, I helped found the school.”
A school? After hearing the charges against him, he was sure they planned to execute him. Now it sounded as if they meant to draft him. Forced conscriptions were legal—it was wartime; it had always been wartime—but in the Rim it was the stuff of fireside stories, not anything that actually happened to anybody. And not to kids.
His boots hit the gangway of the ship. Eriff’s blood chilled. The men were bringing him on board.
“No!” He dug in his heels. “I want to stay here. I don’t need a school.” Especially not an off-worlder school.
He was a Sandreemer. He could never leave the woods and the inland sea, the midnight sun in summer and the smell of his mother’s cooking in the dead of winter when the sun stayed down all day. If these men took him, it would be like tearing out a vital organ. He’d be as good as dead. “Please!”
A hand spun him around. In a second, the captain’s face had filled his vision. “Enough!” The intensity of his piercing green gaze and the deadliness of his tone struck icy fear deep in Eriff’s chest. “I serve the Coalition in many ways, but what I loved most was working as an assassin. Do you know what assassins do?”
Sniffling, Eriff shook his head. “K-kill people?”
“On command. And sometimes when we feel like it.” He gave Eriff another hard shake, choking him by the collar. Eriff’s stomach protested but he was too terrified to throw up.
“Soon men like me will be obsolete. Mere humans will be no match for the assassin of the future. Computers, integrated into the human body on the cellular level. A REEF—Robotically Engineered Enemy Fighter. When I return to base, I will begin gathering candidates for the program. But it looks like my side trip through the Rim rewarded me with an early recruit.”
Only now did the orange-headed captain’s hand loose its hold on Eriff’s collar. He wheezed air into his starved lungs.
“A reward indeed. Your talents are undeniable, little rimmer. With bioengineered enhancements, you’ll be unstoppable.”
An officer called down from inside the ship. “We’re ready to launch, Captain.”
“No! You can’t take me! My parents will never let you!”
“Hell, boy, they’ll thank me. I just gave you a future beyond their wildest dreams.”
His father’s words came back to haunt him: “I wish for you the chance to leave this world and find your fortune, but alas, the chances of that are next to none.”
Eriff grabbed hold of the hatchway as the captain tried to push him through it. He held on to the rim of the hatch for all he was worth.
Anger tightened the man’s voice. “You might be the ideal age, size and temperament for the REEF program, little rimmer, but as for intelligence? The way you’re hanging on to that hatch I’m having my doubts. Let go of the gods-be-damned door!”
Eriff hung on with all his might. “Papa!” he yelled. “Mama!”
Other crew members gathered around, drawn by the commotion. Finally, Major Atir crouched to peel his fingers off the hatchway frame, one at a time.
“No!” Eriff scrabbled for a handhold as he was dragged away. Once more he swung from the captain’s hand, which was looped through his waist-belt. “Mama! Papa!” His fingernails scraped over the deck of the starship.
The hatch slammed shut. Eriff stopped screaming for his parents and simply screamed, until his throat was in danger of shredding raw. Someone would hear him before his voice gave out. Someone would come.
“Quiet!” A stinging slap across his face brought his attention back to the captain. Eriff shook, gasping and sobbing. “That is enough, little rimmer,” he warned in a low growl. “With luck, you’ll be a REEF. Start acting like one.” He threw Eriff into a small room and locked the door.
Sunshine poured through a single porthole on the far wall. Eriff crawled to it, clinging to the rim throughout the launch of the mighty starship.
The effects of the pistol’s paralyzing blast lingered. His stomach rolled; his arms and legs trembled. Humiliated and afraid, he dashed away a stray tear.
I am weak.
His weakness had kept him from preventing what had happened to him. But what if his body was made so strong by machines that he never again had to worry about it failing him? What if no matter what kind of trouble he got into, he’d be strong enough to get out of it? What would it be like, he thought, to be unstoppable?
The huge ship trembled and shook, but Eriff’s shivers slowly stopped, as if he’d grown too cold for even that. The farther he was taken from home, the colder he got, until he felt nothing at all. He stayed at the porthole long after Sandreem shrank to a blue-green star and disappeared, staring outside until his tears had dried to tracks of salt on his cheeks and his heart was as hollow as the void of space outside.
The door slid open. The captain sauntered in and leaned a shoulder against the wall. With those miss-nothing eyes, he studied Eriff. “I was right about you,” he said finally.
Eriff recoiled. This off-worlder knew nothing about him. Nothing. Hatred welled up in his throat, almost choking him. He gathered every last bit of it and concentrated it in a glare he wished could be as deadly as he felt.
A slow, satisfied smile curved the captain’s lips. “Yes, indeed. Once we get those emotions under control, you’re going to be one cold son of a bitch.”


CHAPTER TWO

Present day
EARTH CELEBRATES TRIUMPH OVER ALIEN ARMY
Sacramento Capitol Security Guard Relates

Personal Terror in

Encounter with Extraterrestrial Killer
SACRAMENTO, California—With the entire world at the edge of their seats, U.S. President Laurel Ramos announced that the alien invasion force threatening Earth had been turned away. The leader was visibly emotional as she made her televised address. “Today we have two new heroes—California State Senator Jana Jasper and her extraordinary extraterrestrial friend, Cavin of Far Star. I hereby rescind the state of emergency and declare this day a national holiday. Senator Jasper, Major Far Star, today we celebrate your courage and vision as one world newly united by a common cause. A very grateful world, indeed.”
Over the weekend, Jasper, 32, and Far Star, 34(est.), were taken by officials to an undisclosed location in the western United States where the pair were successful in deterring the invasion.
The tale of terror and daring had a romantic beginning. Jasper, the youngest child of U.S. congressman John Jasper and former Soviet Ballet dancer Larisa Porizkova met Far Star in the late 1980s when both were children. Far Star’s father, a scientist, traveled to Earth to determine its suitability for alien habitation, a fact not known by Far Star at the time. Sources close to the couple say that after landing in the invisible spacecraft on the Jasper family ranch, young Far Star sneaked away to explore on his own and encountered the girl. “It was love at first sight,” enthused Evie Holloway, 35, Jasper’s sister, a homemaker.
Despite the brevity of their initial meeting and the passage of over two decades, the pair never forgot each other. According to the sources close to the couple, Far Star abandoned his post as a high-ranking military Coalition officer to warn Senator Jasper that plans were underway for an invasion of Earth. Despite several attempts on his life by an interstellar assassin, Far Star triumphed, Jasper at his side.
The Jasper family is a political dynasty with roots dating back to California’s earliest days. The clan laid claim to a permanent place in world history with their highly visible role in the invasion crisis—a role they are likely to continue. The family remains in seclusion following the death of legendary patriarch and former California governor Jake Jasper from complications of a stroke.
Recovering in the same hospital, California Highway Patrolman Greg Rowe, 46, spoke for the first time on battling the enemy in our own backyard. After being treated for second-degree burns to his right hand, the veteran of the force offered a gripping account of his encounter with Far Star’s would-be assassin: “He melted my weapon—turned it to molten metal so I’d drop it. Then he floated me to the ceiling and stuck me there. I thought it was over. I thought I was going to die. I’ll tell you what, twenty-seven years on the force and I never saw anyone like him. He was one cold son of a [expletive deleted].”
Tonight, the killer remains at large.

EVIE JASPER HOLLOWAY peered past the open front door to her house, searching for signs of an alien invasion. A very personal invasion. The REEF was dead, but the fact that an extraterrestrial killer had paid her home a visit at all continued to unsettle her. He’d broken into her home, rifled through her things and traumatized her dog!
“Yarp! Yarp!” Sadie gazed at her with luminous dark brown eyes, her wet nose twitching. The chi-huahua’s heart beat furiously as shivers wracked her little body.
“Such a powerful heart.” Evie kissed a silken ear. “That’s the heart of a lion, not a little dog. Yes, it is. You’re my brave girl, fighting off that monster.”
A piece of fabric torn off the alien’s pant leg was the only evidence of the confrontation a week ago when she’d left Sadie in care of a pet-sitter at home while she took the kids to Disneyland for Easter break. No one was sure of the details, but when the police arrived at the house, Sadie dropped from the ceiling onto their heads. The dog hadn’t been the same since.
Then again, neither had the rest of the world. Jana and Cavin had spent the weekend holed up in a secret bunker in the desert hacking into the long-ago crashed Roswell saucer. They’d used its aged software to trick the aliens into believing Earth owned a powerful space fleet. It was the ultimate scam, the kind of crazy scheme that shouldn’t have worked but somehow did. On the downside, if the aliens ever found out they’d been duped by a bunch of low-tech Earthlings, they’d turn around and come right back. No one but President Ramos, a few select officials and the Jasper family knew about the trick—and only because they’d been part of the masquerade.
“Aren’t you coming in, Mom?” Evie’s two teens strode past without a care, running upstairs to pack suitcases to bring to the family ranch, where the entire Jasper family would gather to mourn the loss of their patriarch, “Grandpa Jake.”
From the top of the stairs, her son John shook his head at her. Her unease baffled him. “An assassin from outer space was in our house, Mom. Our house. Think of it, a real Terminator. So cool.”
Cool? The kid was insane. This house was her safe haven, a small slice of sanctuary in a world where privacy was a commodity. She’d grown up on the campaign trail; she knew how to handle herself in public before she learned to walk. But unlike the rest of the Jaspers, she hadn’t a single ounce of desire to be around government in any shape or form, nor did she want the responsibility of public service. Except when one of the family members hit a milestone like an election victory, placing her in the reflected glare of their spotlights, she’d gotten her wish. Now her perfect suburban anonymity had gone poof.
It shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Prophetically, not too long ago over a couple of margaritas, her brother, Jared, compared their desire to live a private life to selling one’s soul to the devil: sooner or later your debt would come due.
He was right. Their family’s role in saving the planet had dragged all of them back into the public eye—and an interstellar killer to her door.
Warily, Evie inspected her dining room table and the newspapers the assassin had left scattered. The only things that mattered to her were home and family—her children. Cavin’s assassin would have stolen it all without a blink of an ice-blue robotic eye.
You were disposable to him, a means to an end.
That was the root of what upset her, she realized. Not mattering. It was a sore point, and getting more so as time passed. She was the black sheep of the family, the perennial underachiever. Yet, she was happy. Deep down, she knew she’d eventually find her calling, her true purpose in life. But she wasn’t disposable; she knew that. To her ex-husband, maybe, and to the press. Even her own family—her sister, her parents—made decisions involving her without always taking her opinions into account. And now a hitman from across the galaxy thought he could treat her that way, too? Screw that.
Evie almost tripped over a pair of cleats and a baseball cap left in the middle of the landing. “Can you put this stuff away, please?”
She slowed as she passed the dining table, swiping at dust that had accumulated on the dark, glossy wood during their absence. The assassin had sat in that exact spot, coldly hunting through her things, snooping through her mail and old newspapers, and—her gaze shifted to a grouping of family photos—looking at her.
She’d come home to find one of the photos moved out of position, as if it had been lifted and put down a few feet away: hers.
Her mouth twisted. You can’t catch the eye of the average Joe in the produce aisle of the supermarket, but alien villains? Oh, yeah. A man who was more computer than human…whose perfect body could commit perfect crimes; a man who was focused, relentless, emotionless; whose every move was weighed in advance. And yet who took a moment to look at you anyway.
A shiver ran through her that wasn’t entirely unpleasant.
“Oh, Mom. Don’t be scared.” Ellen returned to throw her arms around her. “It’s okay.”
Evie let her daughter think she was comforting her. Thank God the kid misread her tremble. It was sick, sick, sick! She’d had enough experience with cold, uncaring bastards from Earth—starting and ending with her ex-husband—that she didn’t need to import any from other worlds.
Evie handed Sadie to her daughter and escaped to the kitchen. Immediately, the room soothed her frayed nerves. From the counters of speckled brown granite to the tiles painted to look like cocoa beans that lined the backsplash to the groups of scented candles in white chocolate, raspberry truffle and chocolate chip, chocolate was the theme in the kitchen and throughout the home Reese Pierce Holloway III had abandoned when he left her for his business partner.
Two years and the pain of Pierce’s infidelity still stung. It wasn’t as if she loved him anymore, but home and family were the essence of her existence. Living through the breakup had been devastating. But she’d recently turned the corner. The fifteen pounds she’d added to her life-long full-figured body had come off with Pilates and long walks. She was almost back to her usual curvy size twelve, feeling better about life, better about herself.
She threw open the refrigerator door to the seriously disappointing sight of every spare inch of shelf space crammed solid with boxes of strawberries. Spoiling strawberries.
“Oh, Mom,” Ellen said from behind her. The sinking tone in her daughter’s voice matched her suddenly deflated mood. “Weren’t those for the swim fund-raiser?”
“Uh-huh…” She sighed, wanting to wallow in self-pity, but shrugged it off and assumed her usual cheery can-do attitude. “Spilled milk now. Let’s see what we can salvage and bring to the ranch. The rest will have to be thrown away.”
She’d turned her hobby of making chocolate-covered strawberries into donations for various functions and charities. People loved the berries. No one else did them like she could. Several businesses actually wanted to pay her to make them so they could sell them retail. The thought of being compensated to do what she loved was exciting—and frightening. Her brother, Jared, convinced her that the idea had real potential. Then Ellen jumped in, surprising her by designing a Web site for a ninth-grade class project, titling it: “Evie’s Eden: a Garden of Berries.”
Then the world turned upside-down and her dream died in a storm of outside interference.
Evie wasn’t surprised. She was used to other things taking priority. Now she was back to where she’d started: her traditional role of looking out for everyone else.
She should be happy about that. People needed her.
Ellen helped her collect salvaged berries and groceries for cooking meals at the ranch, cramming it all in two shopping bags. With the bags and Sadie, they returned to the front door.
Fishing for her keys, Evie swallowed the lump in her throat. What was wrong with her? She had no right to be sad about losing her chance for independence. With Earth’s future so dangerous and uncertain, she’d be selfish to mourn Evie’s Eden and what could have been. Call it one more thing she could blame on the REEF and the rest of his evil empire. “It’s a good thing I wasn’t home when that monster walked in here,” she grumbled, shoving the key in the lock. “I’d have taken a chunk out of him. If I ever get another chance, I will.” Sadie snarled in agreement.
“Mom, he’s dead,” Ellen reminded her.
“D-e-a-d,” John spelled out.
“Proof that there is a God,” Evie said. With a sense of finality, she slammed and locked the door behind her.

REEF WASN’T SURE how long he’d been unconscious, but when he woke, a single question pounded inside his aching skull: why was he still alive? He shouldn’t be breathing. His heart shouldn’t be beating. Something had gone very wrong.
His senses came back one by one: the air was cool, and the ground under his back was hard. Dry…barren…a desert. He’d been left for dead in this arid place. A high desert—he remembered that much. Nevada, the Earthlings called it.
You’re screwed, he thought, using a newly acquired Earthling expression. Not only had he failed to take out his target, he was badly injured, his internal computers were failing and his only means back home was sitting in a charred heap hidden by an invisibility program on a ranch near Sacramento, California.
Situation: Grim.
A rock dug into his spine—a wake-up call back to a life he no longer wanted, had tried to terminate, actually, but apparently he’d had no more luck ending his own life than that of the man he’d been hired to kill.
What kind of interstellar assassin are you?
Why, he was the best. No one came close to his track record. With a 100% success rate, he’d been the no-arguments, number-one choice when shadowy figures high in the Coalition government decided to terminate a man identified as Prime-major Far Star, a fast-rising officer in the military. Reef had tracked him all the way to this out-of-the-way little world the locals called “Earth.” How was he to know that Earth was next on the Coalition acquisition list, and that Far Star had traveled here to save the female Earthling who was now his lover? Or that on atmospheric entry, Far Star would try to evade him in his desperation to warn the woman and the officer’s actions would cause both of their ships to crash, stranding them here?
It wasn’t as if Reef could phone home and inform his anonymous employers that he’d botched the mission and would they please come pick him up on their next swing past the planet? Who’d want to waste time retrieving an assassin who could not kill? An assassin who’d begged his quarry to end his life.
Far Star had refused to accomplish that task, so Reef took over, shutting down his systems one by one. It didn’t work. A malfunction of the worst sort. Now here he was, stuck on this laughably primitive backwater planet.
Without warning, his body convulsed. Lightning flickered behind his eyes, and tingling in his scalp told him that his short black hair stood on end—both signs of an impending seizure. He used his computers to control the erratic impulses, but to no avail: his body went rigid as the seizure came on full force. Whiplashes of pain alternated between fiery hot and freezing cold, depending which confused nerve ending was making the call. Agony compressed every cell in his body, squeezing the breath from him until it felt as if he were being crushed between two heavy metal plates.
When he came to, the sun had moved significantly across the sky. The seizure left him trembling and exhausted and certain of the reason behind his inexplicable deterioration: his employers wanted him dead.
Before, he merely suspected it; now, convulsing and half-paralyzed, he was certain the termination order he’d downloaded with the information on Far Star had contained an embedded malicious code written to cause him to self-destruct.
And he knew why. The order to assassinate such a high-ranking, important officer as Far Star had been so heinous and irregular that there could be no witnesses. Easy solution: kill the REEF and erase all links to the crime. However, now there was no crime because Reef had failed in his mission.
Too bad no one told his computers that, he thought with a wince. He was going to self-destruct anyway.
A piercing screech from above wrenched his attention to the sky. Spots swam before his eyes. He blinked to clear his vision and the spots coalesced into birds, large birds, circling overhead with only an occasional flap of their sweeping wings.
He used the telephoto lens in his balky but still-operational retina implants to zoom closer. The birds were brown-black with featherless, red heads, white bills and yellow feet. Data scrolled behind his eyes: Earth species: Cathartes aura. Weight: 5.1 lbs. Length: 27.4 in. Wing span: 6 feet. Description: The Turkey Vulture is one of North America’s largest birds of prey. Best known for their practice of feeding on dead animal carcasses, but will occasionally attack young and helpless animals, as well.
Young? Reef was in the prime of life! And helpless? Bah. He was a REEF-01A, a Robotically Engineered Enemy Fighter; human-looking to the casual observer, but with enough bio-computer enhancements to earn him the official classification of “deadly weapon.” He was the galaxy’s most-feared assassin, raised since boyhood to kill. Not to be killed. He’d extricate himself from this situation somehow, even with half his systems offline. REEF assassins never gave up. Not even death ended a REEF’s single-minded determination to complete a mission. Legend told of a fellow REEF whose bloodied and broken human body continued to slither behind its target after death, its inner components still whirring as they dragged the mutilated body toward the intended kill.
A shadow whooshed across his vision, interrupting his reverie. Something heavy thumped onto his chest. Reef shifted his gaze downward and made eye contact with one of the ugliest creatures he’d ever seen. To add insult to injury, the vulture tipped its head and looked him over with slight distaste as if disappointed he wasn’t dead yet.
Another scavenger landed nearby with a swishing of feathers and wind. It walked over to Reef and pecked his forearm. A little taste before the feast began? Gods, they were going to eat him alive.
No! Dying on his own terms was acceptable, but he refused to be picked apart by a repellent, feathered, garbage-consuming Earth creature.
Reef tried to get up, but the impulses wouldn’t travel from his brain to his arms and legs. His body, once always at his command, refused to obey him.
You can end it all another way. With his tongue, he felt for the self-destruct cap hidden in a recessed compartment behind his rearmost left molar. He’d been fitted with the apparatus in case he was apprehended by Earth authorities and could not escape. It would prevent Coalition technology from getting into Earthling hands. One brief flash of plasma, and there’d be nothing left of him to pick through.
No one will miss you. A broken piece of machinery, he no longer was of use to anyone. The realization left him feeling hollow inside. Lonely.
Reef made a hiss of displeasure. He didn’t like feeling lonely; he didn’t like feeling anything. It had always been the job of his command center to dispense nanomeds into his bloodstream as needed to suppress emotion. Now that command center was malfunctioning.
A professional killer cannot afford to feel…. Reef made fists on the dirt as visions of the kills he’d accomplished over the years flickered through his mind. The vast majority of the hits had been quick, even instant, but there had been a few that hadn’t gone as planned. In his mind’s eye, he saw the stares of shock before he administered the final blow; he heard the futile pleas for clemency….
Stop! Feelings kept coming, and he could not shut them off. He didn’t know how. How did humans cope? The pointed tip of his tongue hovered over the explosive device behind his molar. One press and it’d be all over….
But a distant rumbling grabbed his attention. With his acute senses, he homed in on the sound and analyzed it. It was an Earth vehicle. Designation: Truck.
Annoyed, he pulled his tongue away from the explosives. Killing an Earthling along with himself would be sloppy.
Pebbles and grit popped under tires as the truck pulled off the road and onto the shoulder and stopped. A tall male jumped down from the old truck. He wore jeans, a plaid shirt and cowboy boots. His skin was browned and wrinkled from a lifetime spent outside in this harsh climate. Mirrored sunglasses covered his eyes. His silver hair was cropped close to his head and styled to look flat on top. He was older, late sixties or early seventies, perhaps, but he was lean and muscled, in excellent shape. A former military man: Reef knew the look.
A large, black plastic bag swung from his hand as he sauntered over. “Shoo,” he said to the vultures congregating nearby. He shook open the plastic bag—the body-size plastic bag. Then he froze, seeing Reef conscious. “You’re alive.”
“Disappointed, Earthling?” Reef sneered, his voice hoarse and despicably faint.
“Are you in pain? Can you walk?”
“No and no.” Reef knew his answering glare was startlingly blue and cold as ice. Even this military man, whom he suspected was a lot tougher than he appeared, flinched at his infamous stare.
The Earthling glanced around, as if unsure what to do. Then he shoved fingers through his close-cropped hair and tossed aside the bag. “I came here expecting road kill.”
“Obviously.”
“Major Far Star said you’d died.”
“And here I am. Alive.” Gods knew he’d tried not to be. “State your identity, Earthling.”
The man crouched next to him. “I’m called the Handyman. The missus—she’s the Gatekeeper.”
The Gatekeeper? The Handyman? Codenames.
“Best to get you back to the farm right away. There, me and the missus will patch you up, and do what we can for you, technology permitting.”
Earthling charity—bah! But his options were few. He weighed allowing Far Star’s Earthling minion to rescue him versus being picked apart like carrion by oversize, flea-bitten birds. Or maybe he’d just vaporize himself.
If you terminate yourself, won’t that give the people who want you dead exactly what they desire?
A valid point, that. Perhaps he’d leave his fate up to the gods. Let them sort out his destiny, for he wanted no more to do with it.
The Handyman sauntered to his truck, unlocked the back, and returned, tugging on a pair of gloves. “We’d better get going. Don’t want our nosy government friends to find you. They wanted to get their hands on Far Star, you know, but he’s off-limits. He’s a hero. You, on the other hand, are fair game. The Men in Black are looking for your corpse as we speak.”
Reef downloaded the term from his intermittent databank: Men in Black: English. Colloquial term for secret government officials assigned to investigate the presence of extraterrestrials. Definition refers to the dark hue of the suits and sunglasses worn. Often employ unconventional and unauthorized methods of arrest and detention.
Reef managed a snort. “Maltreatment at the hands of rogue Earth bureaucrats? I think not.” He struggled to get up and sparks erupted in his eyes, agony slicing through his brain. He choked back a cry as the metal plates squeezed, crushing him.
The Earthling was at his side in an instant, shoving something in his mouth and behind his head to cushion his skull. “Hang on, boy. Hang on. There’s help for you back at the farm.”
Reef’s hands contracted into fists, knuckles scraping over the coarse sand as he rode waves of agony. This time, he decided, he really was dying.
When the seizure passed, he was in far worse shape than after the one before. Another and he probably wouldn’t wake up, he thought hopefully.
Far Star’s minion slid gloved hands under his shoulders and dragged him to the truck. He was stronger than he looked and finally wrestled Reef’s limp body into the vehicle.
With one final thud, Reef, the most feared assassin in the galaxy, bred to kill from boyhood, half man, half machine, the apex of Coalition technology, landed on his back in the rear of an Earthling’s battered old pickup truck.

EVIE CARRIED A TRAY of berries out to the back patio at the ranch where her parents were hosting a small reception in honor of her grandfather’s passing. Jana and Cavin were still in Nevada, hundreds of miles away in a secret bunker sheltering the being who’d tried to kill them. The last she’d heard, the assassin was barely clinging to life. If there was any justice in the world, he wouldn’t cling too hard. It had been enough of a shock learning he’d survived.
Evie set the platter of treats down on the table, smoothing the table cloth and tidying up the cold buffet of meats, fruits, vegetables, Russian specialties and, of course, desserts. She and her mother had worked since sunrise putting it all together. In some ways she was grateful for the nonstop schedule of mourners passing through the ranch house over the past few days. It kept them all from thinking too hard on their loss.
Evie’s father walked past her, pausing long enough to press an affectionate hand on her shoulder and leave a kiss on her cheek. Immediately, he was swallowed up by a group of journalists the family had known for decades. In the space of a month he’d battled false accusations of campaign finance crimes, seen the near-invasion of Earth, the death of his father and the almost-death of his youngest daughter. Now he smiled, wearing the perfect brave face he saved for the public.
“Evie brought her berries,” the word went around.
Evie slapped away her father’s press secretary’s hand before he snatched a white-chocolate-dipped berry. “They’re for the guests, Arnie.”
“Just one,” he pleaded.
“One,” she relented. She replaced a few almond slivers on one berry and re-sprinkled some miniature white chocolate chips on another. Wiping her hands, she backed away from the table.
“You’re not planning to do another Cinderella, are you?”
“You mean run off before this ball’s ended? That’s exactly what I’m going to do. Except I won’t be leaving any shoes behind.” She took a step backward. “My pumpkin carriage awaits—”
Warm arms and a cloud of rose-scented perfume enveloped her. “You will stay a little longer,” a husky, Russian-accented voice said.
Her mother. Evie turned around. Larisa Porizkova Jasper wore a black silk tunic over slim black pants, cinched by a woven black silk low-slung belt that was a work of art on its own. Her thick, honey-blond hair was tied in a knot at the base of her long neck, making obvious her beginnings as a legendary Russian ballerina. Long-limbed and slender, she was glamorous, a classic beauty. Heads never failed to turn when she entered a room. Evie was nothing like her.
Yet, that was okay. The woman had made sure both Evie and Jana grew up confident, celebrating their individuality.
Evie lowered her voice. “I can’t stay, Mom. The press is here.” After her rebellious teenage years and her aborted education at a local, second-string junior college, the press had dismissed her as Jasper deadwood. In turn she’d dismissed them. Her lack of academic and professional achievement was obvious enough without having to see it reflected in their eyes.
“The press is on their best behavior today. They fear the wrath of your grandfather’s ghost.” The woman took her by the hand. “I have someone who wants to see your creations with fruit. I told her they are as unique as they are beautiful, just like you!” She kissed Evie on each cheek then beckoned to an exotically gorgeous woman dressed in a fuchsia and gold sari. “This is Leila Jones of the International Labor Organization, a U.N. agency.”
Evie fell into daughter-of-politician mode as her mother introduced them.
“I have heard so much about you, Mrs. Holloway.” Leila held fast to Evie’s hand. She wore a gold stud in her nose, crimson lipstick and a pair of black nerd eyeglasses that were wildly out of place and yet humanized her. “Your desserts are to die for. I have an event coming up—several events—and these strawberries would be perfect. May I have your card?”
“But I—”
“My daughter caters all our events,” her mother bragged.
Stunned by her mother’s exaggeration, Evie made a speedy amendment. “Just the desserts. I don’t cater—”
“My daughter is humble, is she not?” Her mother gave her hand a warning squeeze before she walked away.
Evie clenched her teeth. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to start a business; she wanted the freedom to do it in her own time. Now her mother was pimping catering opportunities. It made saying no awkward. The familiar pressure to give in to family demands and expectations gnawed at her. “What sort of event did you have in mind, Ms. Jones?” she asked tactfully, hoping the woman wasn’t serious about hiring her to cater it and was only buttering up a congressman’s immediate family.
“Organizing events is not my favorite chore. It is a necessary part of my work now when I am not overseas.”
“What sort of work do you do?”
“I am investigating the terrible problem of child trafficking in Asia, Africa and the Middle East. Over a million a year are forced into servitude, some who are as young as five.”
“Five!” Evie thought of John and Ellen in that situation and shuddered. “That’s kidnapping on a mass scale. Isn’t there an outcry? How can they let this happen?”
“Traffickers take advantage of parents who believe their offers of work will give the children a chance for an education and more opportunity. This is why my role is so important. People must be educated. These youngsters are forced into sexual exploitation, begging and plantation work—everywhere an adult would not want to labor so hard and so cheaply. I have just returned home from Nigeria. There, I witnessed the rescue of several hundred malnourished children from a quarry. Many more had died. Many more around the world die each day. Lives ruined, childhoods beyond repair. It is all very sad.”
Evie’s grief over her grandfather’s death was so close to the surface that she started tearing up at the anguish in the woman’s dark eyes. “I’ll tell you straight up that I don’t cater events outside the ones my family organizes. It’s just a hobby. But, if I can help you help those kids, I’ll gladly do it.”
She slipped Evie her card. “You’ll call me and tell me what you charge.”
“I won’t accept anything over the cost of my supplies.”
“How generous of you! I will list you as one of our donors for the event, and—”
“Please don’t. I just want to help. But anonymously.”
The woman clasped Evie’s hands, squeezing. Then her smile faltered. “Of course, with our own planet living under the threat of a takeover, all of us are in danger of becoming slaves ourselves, yes?”
“My family is leading the fight to make sure that doesn’t happen,” Evie said with confidence. “You need to stay focused on your work here, Leila. Here on Earth. It’s so vital.”
But she couldn’t stop the small tremor that went through her with Leila’s words. Adults profiting from children’s suffering—it made her sick. Surely out of all the planets in the galaxy, Earth wasn’t the sole source of such depraved, unscrupulous bastards. With a sudden chill and a new perspective, Evie Holloway found herself praying that was in fact the case.

THE HEADMASTER SHOVED OPEN the doors to the office of the Minister of Coalition Intelligence located deep within the Sakkaran Holy Keep. Minister Vemekk’s cronies trailed him, trying to slow his pace and calm him, but he had no time for protocol today. When he got this angry, he wanted to hurt someone. But those days were long over. He was no longer a paid killer. He created them.
“Where is my REEF? I demand an answer.” The Headmaster slammed a fist on Vemekk’s desk. “Now!”
The minister eyed him with a coldness he rarely saw in a career politician. The two ministers who had preceded her had died under mysterious circumstances, both within the past standard year. Some whispered assassination. But this bitch looked like she could take care of herself. “You will not,” she said evenly, “do that again.”
The Headmaster acceded to her rank with a curt nod. His REEFs worked for Vemekk and her ministry. He needed her. But she needed him, too, by the gods. As the founder of the REEF Academy, he’d taken what had amounted to an experimental program and turned it into a permanent institution that each year chose the finest youngsters in the Coalition and gave them the opportunity to become their civilization’s finest warriors. In the early days before his duties as headmaster tied him to a palace office, he’d handpicked them, most from backward Rim worlds where such an honor would have otherwise remained an unfulfilled dream.
“Better than human,” he said, quieter. “Better than machine, my REEFs are unstoppable.”
“Yes, yes. Of course. However, at this point, Headmaster, the case is closed.”
“Minister—”
Her voice chilled further. “The REEF is gone. Killed in action like so many of our soldiers are each day we battle the Horde. You must accept this. Now go. I have much work to do.”
How dare she dismiss him so readily? A failure on the part of a REEF made him look bad. If the Headmaster lost the trust of the Ministry, they’d find someone else to run the REEF Academy. He would not let that happen. He’d grown fond of playing God.
“Headmaster?”
“Yes, Minister Vemekk. I thank you for your time.” Frigid, ignorant bitch. He clenched one hand into a fist and slammed it crosswise across his chest in salute. Then he took a step backward, turned on his heel and left.
Fuming, he strode back to his office. His top assassin was missing, and no one could tell him why! It was a REEF 01A, his first REEF 01A, and the first to have bio-regenerative properties integrated successfully into his hardware. If an implant was damaged or missing, nano-threads grew until the gap was bridged. And yet the REEF had vanished without a trace.
What had happened to him? Was it a malfunction? Death in the line of duty? Initial reports theorized the REEF may have been forced to activate his self-destruct device. Every REEF had such a suicide device implanted as ordered by the ministry, but the Headmaster never made a single one operational. If the Coalition found out, he’d be executed for treason. But what they’d asked of him was far more heinous. How could they have expected him to provide his treasures the means with which to destroy themselves after he’d given them life? Instead, the self-destruct caps bore the exact time and day of the insertion of each REEF’s command computer, and the name of its creator: him. It assured the Headmaster that each of his rare and wonderful REEFs remained irrevocably tethered to him. His precious children. In this way, he’d never had to relinquish all the control that handing his creations over to the Coalition would have required.
He’d get to the bottom of this, despite the Ministry of Intelligence’s lack of motivation to investigate. They were too distracted by an encounter with a powerful, unaligned world at the edge of civilized space to give the issue the attention it deserved. Earth, the rogue planet was called. But the REEF program was his program, and the 01A the assassin that had started it all.
The models prior to “Oh-One” had proved unstable, but that boy had grown into his best. Oh-One would not go out on a mission and simply not return. The Headmaster would do whatever it took to prove it.
He settled in front of his computer. A review of the REEF’s recent missions revealed no patterns other than extreme efficiency. In the end, an exhaustive search for the assassin’s whereabouts indicated only what the Headmaster already knew to be true: Oh-One had been dispatched on an ultra-secret assignment by individuals who were now dead. But the Headmaster would not give up. It might take days or it might take months or even years, but he’d find Oh-One and bring him home. Dead or alive.
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