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SERIES FINALE!!!The enemy marches on.While hope is fading, all is not lost. Grayson has
information that could change the outcome of the war. He's beaten but not broken and ready to
rejoin the fight.Except his failing starship is weeks away from the nearest port.Except slowing the
aliens means convincing sworn enemies to join forces in a fight they cannot win.Except his only
chance at victory may rest in a derelict ship floating beyond the edge of space.Earth is in the
enemy’s crosshairs and time is running out. It’ll take every last bit of strength, courage, and
resolve Grayson possesses to stop the invasion before it’s game over.Or is it already too late?

PRAISE FOR THE AMARANTHE NOVELS:When faced with its greatest challenge, will
humanity rise to triumph or fall to ruin?Aurora Rising is an epic tale of galaxy-spanning
adventure, of the thrill of discovery and the unquenchable desire to reach ever farther into the
unknown. It's a tale of humanity at its best and worst, of love and loss, of fear and heroism. It's
the story of a woman who sought the stars and found more than anyone imagined
possible.***"G.S. Jensen magically weaves a wondrous tapestry that pulls us in and spurs us
across a galaxy of her own making. As slaves to her whims we are taken along for a ride of
intrigue, murder, adventure and a bit of romance. All woven so completely that she sucks you in
head over heels, leaving her readers salivating for more." -- Reviews of the Written
Word***"Starshine...smoothly weaves together multiple story lines with intrigue, murder,
adventure and even a bit of romance." -- The Best Sci Fi Books, naming Starshine 14th among
the 23 best sci-fi books by female authors in the last 50+ years***"[A] brilliant trilogy "Aurora
Rising" by G. S. Jennsen. You are thrown into action and suspense from the start and the plot of
the story unravels at a satisfying pace, all the time giving the feeling of deeper and even more
nefarious revelations to come. [I]t's the characters who really make or unmake a book, and here
Jennsen really shines...The Aurora Rising trilogy is a must read." -- Book O' Loco***"This book
might be the perfect set-in-space science fiction book. That's [a] bold statement with things like
Hitchhiker's Guide roaming about, but I feel that strongly about it. Jennsen is one of those
magical authors who make you forget you're reading." -- Novel Commentary***"Start a
conversation about best world-building in sci-fi, "hidden gems," or addictive and re-readable
storylines, and you'll hear about G.S. Jennsen's magnificent Amaranthe series. Jennsen has a
gift for connecting readers to her characters; you can't help but to be fully invested in their
struggle to triumph over the seemingly impossible challenges they face. The stories are gritty,
the heroes determined, the readers... hooked. How can you not be? This is a truly EPIC series. If
you haven't picked it up yet, you really must." -- Discover Sci-fiFrom the AuthorThis ebook is
provided free of DRM restrictions.Visit gsjennsen.com to explore concept art and other media
and get the inside scoop on AMARANTHE. Subscribe to receive free books and short stories,



stay up-to-date on all the latest news and be the first to know about special announcements and
new book releases.Interested in G. S. Jennsen's other books? Get STARSHINE: Aurora Rising
Book One (Amaranthe # 1) for FREE: a.co/0GkcHZLAbout the AuthorG. S. Jennsen is an
internationally bestselling science fiction author, futurist, geek & gamer, as well as a recovering
lawyer and software engineer. *Website: gsjennsen.comNewsletter: smarturl.it/gsjennsen-
subscribeTwitter: @GSJennsenFacebook: facebook.com/gsjennsen.authorRead more
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Star FallStars End, Book FourM.R. ForbesPublished by Quirky AlgorithmsSeattle,
WashingtonThis novel is a work of fiction and a product of the author’s imagination.Any
resemblance to actual persons or events is purely coincidental.Copyright © 2020 by M.R.
ForbesAll rights reserved.Cover illustration by Tom Edwards1Rozik and me have barely spoken
in nearly an hour. Not since he confirmed my worst fear, that the banshees are on their way to
Earth. The silence isn’t because we’re mad at one another. It isn’t because we’re busy blaming
one another or our respective governments. We’re way beyond the point of blame. Past the idea
of hating or distrusting one another.Rozik killed his own people for me. Well, not really for me. He
did it because he knows what we need to stand even the slimmest chance against the alien
threat. First, to work together. Second, to balance each other out. I’m a pilot. A good one, even if
my hubris often tells me I shouldn’t admit it. I’m Odin Longknife, the hero of Capricorn. Or villain,
depending on your perspective. He’s Verge Rozik, Commune…The thought falls apart. I still
don’t know exactly who Rozik is or what motivates him. I know he’s death-walking in a firefight. I
know he’s smart and always prepared for anything. How did he get that way? Why? I still can’t
answer those questions.But I’m going to find out.Just not yet. Right now, we’re silent because
we’re working. He’s in the back of the Yellowjacket, cleaning up the mess he made of the
Commune soldiers he killed. His own people. It’s an action that scares me because of the
resolve behind it. Because of the sacrifice. He knows what it means to betray his people. He
knows it makes him anything but a hero. It’s a turn into darkness. A descent into hell; may the
gods have mercy on his soul. But he didn’t hesitate. Didn’t question. He did what needed to be
done so we can do what we need to do. It takes a certain strength to ruin your career if not your
life that way. It’s a sacrifice most of us are never faced with, much less would choose to make.
Put me in his shoes, and I don’t know if I could do it. Taking Sleipnir was one thing. Rozik’s
steadfast dedication to what he sees as his sworn duty, no matter how abhorrent his actions, is
something else.I’m at the helm of the Yellowjacket, picking my way through the remains of the
massacre of both Alliance and Commune forces. Space around us is littered with hundreds of
dead ships, large and small. Some are shattered into a million pieces. Others are broken into big
chunks or sliced in half. A few are nearly intact, slashed open and vented by the banshee guns.
They tore us apart like they were shredding paper. Their losses were minimal, save for the
mothership we destroyed.I say we as if I had anything to do with it. Rozik destroyed it, though I
still have no idea how.I’m going to find that out too.But not yet. Right now, I’m looking for a ship.
I’m not picky about what kind. The only requirements are that it needs to have a Mandelbrot, and
it needs to be intact enough that we might be able to get it running again. But there’s a lot of crap
out here, and very little of it matches that description.Earlier, I assumed Rozik had another ship
stashed somewhere. A speedy ride hiding among the debris or maybe parked on the far side of
the dwarf star. I was wrong. The Yellowjacket is the last ship standing, the only thing alive out
here. It’s a month to the settlement on Klev Eighteen at sublight speeds. If we can’t find a derelict



we can hack back together we’ll still survive, but all of our efforts to fight and the sacrifices we’ve
made will be for nothing.With the Yellowjacket’s basic sensors, I can read the power levels
coming out of the debris. Some of the larger chunks are still active, the reactors buried inside
them either still hot after shutting down or continuing to churn out power. They look like their own
small stars against the thermal display, and by watching how they fade I can monitor which ones
are feeding online systems and which aren’t.Getting to them means solving a different equation.
There’s so much wreckage out here the Yellowjacket’s shields are constantly active, deflecting
the smaller pieces and clearing a path. It’s draining our limited power faster than I like and is
forcing me to concentrate on picking out the cleanest route I can find while conserving
power.That’s why Rozik and me aren’t talking. I don’t want him messing with my concentration. I
want to find a viable ride. I want to get somewhere safe where we can figure out what to do next,
and I don’t want him bothering me with that damn smirk of his while I’m doing it.We have to stop
the banshees from attacking Earth. Shaena is down there, and I’ve already lost enough kids to
these bastards. I don’t want to lose another.Rozik has a plan. At least, I hope to the gods he has
a plan. I thought he had a getaway ship too, and that didn’t turn out so well.My eyes sweep the
debris ahead, and then I glance down at the thermal image on the display. There’s a promising
signature nearby, one that hasn’t faded at all in the last twenty minutes. I can’t get visual on the
source yet—not past the other remains—but I’m getting close.I’m so focused on it that we nearly
get punched in the ribs by a large piece of a Commune destroyer spinning toward us. I hit the
thrusters hard, jetting ahead of it and vectoring around the debris, letting it pass in close enough
proximity for the sensors to have a field day. As I take a sudden evasive, I hear Rozik thump into
the bulkhead somewhere behind me.“What the hell, Alliance?” he growls, appearing in the
cockpit a moment later.I’m not paying any attention to him. My eyes are focused on the prize that
suddenly reveals itself up ahead. An Alliance light cruiser, a Shadow, drifting through space with
the rest of the corpses. Shadows are an evolution of the more common wedge-shaped cruiser
design. They’re fast and agile offensive craft used mostly as guerilla weapons to make runs
against repair ships and auxiliaries behind a fleet’s front lines. Limited in number because of the
limited scope of their operations, they’re three times the size of a Skirmisher. Half their space is
occupied by a Mandelbrot drive with the rest taken up by racks of heavy torpedoes.“Jackpot,” I
say. Finding one still powered on out here is a coup.A quick visual sweep of the craft reveals the
source of the crew’s apparent demise. The ship has a gash along the hull just above the cockpit,
a smooth line likely created by the hard edge of a banshee fighter’s wing. No doubt the air spilled
out before the pilots could get to their masks or they were so deeply enmeshed they just couldn’t
pull themselves back into reality quickly enough. That happens often enough for some chrome-
counters to think the Navy shouldn’t waste money on emergency apparatus to keep breathing in
the first place.“That’s a Shadow, isn’t it?” Rozik asks, looking at the ship. “A meshed craft.” He
glances over at me. “The banshees took your needle. How do you intend to fly it?”I’m still dying
to find out how he knows the aliens took my Lucier, but I’ll get to that later too. I find the pocket
where I stuck Joie’s needle, alongside the one I found connected to Starfire. It’s bad form for a



meshed pilot to ever be without a needle, and here I am with two.I couldn’t save Joie’s life, but in
her death she might save mine, Rozik’s and who knows how many others. Maybe even all of
humankind. I hold it up. “It isn’t as optimized, but it’s a match.”He nods respectfully. “I’m sorry
about Joie. She deserved better.” He lowers his head for a moment as if in prayer, and then
motions to the Shadow. “Can you get it under control?”The Shadow is rolling end over end and
side to side as it floats through space. In order to capture it I’ll need to use the Yellowjacket’s
tractor beam to slow its rotation and steady it. It’s not a simple operation, but I’m confident I can
do it.Rozik drops into the co-pilot seat. I look over at him, expecting his usual smug expression. I
notice a small crack in his exterior demeanor. A hint of relief that we found a ride out of here. He
wasn’t confident we would. That small glimpse of uncertainty and humanity sets my mind at
ease. There are moments when Rozik seems more like a machine, so deeply rooted in logic
there’s no soul left inside him.I return my focus to the task, pulling the Yellowjacket in as close as
I can to the Shadow, rotating around it to bring the side-mounted tractor beam in line. I have to
be careful once I activate it to bring the two ships together, which will threaten to put us into a
spin I can’t control. In such a messy field, it isn’t hard to imagine careening wildly into another
bigger chunk of debris ending up with the Yellowjacket smashed into the Shadow’s hull.I put the
Yellowjacket in position to travel in an orbit around the ship, moving in the same vector as its
spin. That helps me control one of the rotational axis, and when I flip on the beam, it prevents us
from getting jolted too hard.Not that we aren’t jolted. The Yellowjacket shudders and yanks us
hard into our restraints. I ignore the inertial forces and stay with the controls, adjusting vectoring
thrusters to keep us close to the Shadow so the tractor beam can do its work. The Yellowjacket
vibrates roughly in response, trying hard to break away. I continue adjusting the vectors and
velocity, keeping our motion steady. Every other piece of debris around us looks like it’s spinning
wildly, though we’re the ones rotating.The first step is to finish synchronizing movements, until
we’re a couple of meters away from the craft and the two ships are static relative to one another.
It takes a few minutes to do that. The second step is to guide the Yellowjacket so it’s lined up with
the Shadow’s docking hatch. We don’t want to have to repair another hole in the vessel. That
takes a couple minutes more. Step three is to connect the two craft. That’s the most tricky part
and requires Rozik operating the locking controls in the hold.Once we manage that without
mishap, greater control allows me to reduce the spin, slowing it considerably while keeping us
from colliding with any other debris. Ten minutes later we’re on a relatively smooth trajectory out
and away from the remains of the fight.“I’ve got everything we need ready to go,” Rozik says as I
unbuckle myself from the pilot’s seat. I follow him into the Yellowjacket’s hold. Two packs wait
near the exit along with the armor and helmet Rozik removed from one of his dead soldiers. I’ll
need it to survive in the currently airless Shadow. The bodies of the Commie soldiers are
reverently arranged across the side of the deck, arms folded and eyes closed. I silently ask the
fates to be kind to them. And to me.Once I get into the armor, I snap the helmet in place. It seals
with a hiss, fresh air pouring in.“We’ll have four hours of oxygen,” Rozik says through the comm.
“If that’s not enough, we cycle back here and recharge the stores until we’re done with



repairs.”“Roger,” I reply.Rozik opens the Yellowjacket’s hatch, revealing the Shadow’s seal
behind it. He taps on the controls and the second ship’s hatch slides open, immediately
beginning to pull the air out of ours. I glance at Rozik. The only way he can open the Shadow’s
door from this side is if he knows the security code.Is there anything about the Alliance he
doesn’t know?He doesn’t pay me any mind, picking up his pack and stepping through the
Shadow’s outer hatch. I follow behind, closing the hatch behind me.“Let’s get to work,” Rozik
says.2We move forward from the Shadow’s entrance, skirting a rounded, heavily reinforced
bulkhead where the Mandelbrot rests and turning left to head forward to the cockpit. I can hear
myself breathing in the helmet, calm and even, the smooth in and out echoing in my ears. It’s
broken up when Rozik reaches the cockpit and whistles through the comms in response to the
view.I look over his shoulder, able to make out the meshed pilots dead in their seats. Their hands
are outstretched across the short gap between the two seats, clutching one another tightly. Their
heads are leaned over too, as if they subconsciously tried to kiss before they died. Mesh pilots
are tight. These two were tighter than most.Rozik’s whistle isn’t for them. It’s for the gash in the
top of the cockpit, which looks bigger inside than it did from a distance. The wound is nearly two
meters long, which means it’s going to take more than one air cycle to heal.“Can we fix it?” I ask.
I’m not a mechanic or an engineer. I’ve never been much good with tools save for guns. Most of
my value is wrapped up in my head.“Yes,” Rozik replies confidently. “All we need is time.”“We’re a
little short of that.”“We can’t do anything until it’s fixed, and that’ll take as long as it takes.”He puts
down his pack and spreads it open, revealing a collection of tools inside. I put mine down at the
back of the cockpit and do the same, smiling when I see mine is filled with what remains of our
guns and ammunition.“Is there anything you don’t know how to do?” I ask.“I’m not especially
adept with children,” he replies. “Talk about frightening.”He looks over at me. I can barely see his
eyes through his faceplate, but they’re creased in amusement. I don’t know how he can make
jokes right now, but I find the idea of it appealing. I let myself cough out a laugh.“Seriously,” I
reply. “We’re deep in this together. Maybe now is a good time to tell me who and what you really
are, and maybe how you know so much more about the banshees than you did on
Warrick.”Rozik takes a few thin metal patches out of his bag. Then he starts measuring the
wound in the ship. He doesn’t speak right away, and I’m about to get angry at him for still playing
it coy when he finally opens his mouth.“I don’t need to tell you I wasn’t completely honest with
you on Warrick.”“You told me two different stories. Neither one was wholly accurate, were
they?”“Can you blame me?”“No. I don’t blame you. But we are where we are now. And things
have changed. You killed your people to save my life. I trust that you think you need me, but I’d
feel better with that trust if I had some idea who it is I’m actually helping.”He hesitates before
answering. “Okay. But you won’t believe most of what I tell you.”“Only if it’s unbelievable. I’ve got
a pretty open mind where you’re concerned.”“We’ll see how open.” He takes a piece of the patch
and holds it up to the cut. Then he motions to one of the tools on the deck. “Can you hand that to
me?”I pick it up and hold it out. He tries to take it, but I pull it away. “Start talking.”“Gray, this isn’t
the time to—”“Start talking,” I repeat.He grunts. “Have you ever heard of Project Gestalt?”“No.



Should I?”“Hand me the fuser.”I hold it out again, this time without taking it away. He grabs it and
lifts it to the patch, activating a stream of heat to begin fusing the patch to the hull.“No one in the
Alliance knows about Gestalt,” he says while he works. “Only a few people in the Commune have
access to the archives that mention it. If I weren’t already a traitor, I’d be brought in just for
mentioning the name.”“What is it?”“You mean what was it. The program was shut down right
before we attacked Capricorn.” He laughs out loud. “It wasn’t supposed to be needed once the
war was over. I wasn’t supposed to be needed.”“I don’t follow.”“The goal of Gestalt was to take
the concept of the Alliance mesh system and enhance it to function beyond assisting with the
control of starships. To improve it to the point where it could be individually tailored and utilized
across multiple areas of expertise.”“Care to elaborate?”“It all started with digitization. Mind-
mapping and transference from organic to machine. A Commune scientist invented the
technology. Did you know that? It was stolen from his company by an Alliance spy.”I recalled that
both the Alliance and Commune announced the breakthrough around the same time.“I was told
the Commune stole the technology from us.”“Of course you were. It doesn’t really matter who
created it now. That was years ago. The point is, being able to digitize the minds of pretty much
anyone opened a lot of doors, and a Pandora’s box or two. Project Gestalt is a Pandora. The
military began digitizing the minds of its greatest members. Tacticians, combat specialists, pilots,
engineers, mechanics, scientists and officers. Any mind they thought they could use was
mapped and copied.”“Doesn’t that process destroy the original?”Rozik nods. “Yes. A small price
to pay to have access to such intellect and skill forever. But that was only the first step. The
government began looking into different ways to use what they had gathered to help with the war
effort. In the beginning they wanted to build an artificial intelligence that could harness all of that
brain power. A perfect machine. But they quickly concluded the idea would never work.”“Why
not?”“A digitized mind is more than knowledge and intellect. It’s filled with the same hopes,
dreams, desires and fears as the original organic brain. A soul, in effect. A machine controller
can’t handle the divergence. One mind always overpowers the other, diminishing the
effectiveness of the whole. The opposite of what you want with a gestalt.”“You’re saying your
project was born from that failure?”“In a sense, yes. Project Gestalt was built on top of the first
study’s ashes. Progress was slow until someone posited that the failures of the AI controller
could be overcome by putting a dominant organic brain in charge. It was a strong theory but
meaningless at the time. The Commune didn’t have the technology to merge one mind with
another.”“But the Alliance did.”“Yes. Mesh technology. The war would have ended long before
Capricorn came to be if not for that advancement. Once it was determined we needed that tech
to move Project Gestalt forward, we went through great pains to steal the design. Multiple
special forces platoons were sent to Capricorn undercover. Are you old enough to remember the
news about the anti-war assault on the Citadel? It was nearly forty years ago.”I shake my head.
“No.”“It was a delicate operation. Very challenging. Only three of the agents the Commune
planted for the attack survived, but they escaped with the plans for the Lucier needles, the
Synchronizers, everything.”“You aren’t old enough to be one of those agents.”“No,” Rozik agrees.



“I’m your age, Odin. In diapers when the attack occurred.”“But you were involved with the
project? As what? A scientist?”Rozik shakes his head. “I was a new recruit in the Communal
Marines when Project Gestalt had advanced far enough to begin live testing. That was two years
after the military began scanning our minds for what they said was drone compatibility, which is
another tech that came from our espionage. I didn’t sign up to become an experiment. I was
selected based on my results, both physical and mental. I was already in line to become an
NCO, in charge of my own squad. High leadership marks, off the charts combat skills. I always
believed I was born to be a warrior. They made me into something...more.”He says it softly, as if
he regrets what happened to him. “What did they do?” I ask.“They turned me into the aggregate
interface the AI could never become. I was one of six successful implants before the project was
mothballed.”“Six? Out of how many?”“Over the twenty year span of development, nearly thirty-
thousand.”The number sends a cold tingle running down my spine. “What happened to the
unsuccessful implants?”“Most of them weren’t dominant enough to control the aggregate minds.
They split, adopting multiple personalities before they went completely insane. A small portion
were false positives on the initial testing. The strain of the process killed them.”“I think I’d rather
die than go insane.”“I agree.”“But you’re saying you have multiple digitized minds inside your
brain?” He was right. It does sound pretty unbelievable.“Not exactly. Each of the six minds I’m
aggregating are implanted on DNA based platters. Those platters are connected to my brain by
nanotube interfaces passed through holes in my skull. They’re powered by the heat of the blood
flow through my head.”I stare at Rozik while he continues working on the patch, moving the fuser
along the border of the metal to seal it to the hull. I can’t help but think about what Mr. Sia said
about shrinking Amara down to use her as a baseline to make meshed Skirmishers single-pilot.
It’s not exactly the same idea, but it’s similar.And Rozik is proof it can be done.“That’s how you
were able to fly so many drones at one time. Because you were using more than one
mind.”“Essentially, yes. It was a difficult adjustment at first. It took weeks before anyone on the
project even cared about my implant because so few survived it. I relived six lifetimes in those
weeks. I fought seven-hundred-twenty battles for control and won them all. When the scientists
on the team saw I had outlived the others, that’s when things started to change. Their excitement
was contagious. It drove me to do better. To become smarter, stronger and more capable than
anyone else in the Commune.”“A true gestalt.”“Yes. Greater than the sum of my parts, with the
training and memories of the digitized minds I received.”I stare at him as he continues patching
the gash. It’s hard to believe he’s got a whole squad of minds embedded under his scalp,
working in unison to make him what I can only think of as superhuman.“So, since you’re a super-
genius I’m guessing you have a plan?” I ask.He stops working to look at me. “I’m not a super-
genius. But I do have the beginning of a plan. I need your help to execute it.”“What’s the first
step?”“Repair this ship.”“And then?”“Go back to Naraka.”“Naraka? What about Earth? That’s
where the banshees are going.”“We can’t destroy the mothership on our own, Odin. You saw
how the banshees react to failure. They learn from their mistakes. They improve on their designs
until they achieve consistent success. What worked against one ship one time won’t work again.



The core will be better protected. The holes in the defenses will be filled. We can’t just throw
ourselves at the enemy and expect to win. We don’t have to be smarter than they are, which is
good because I don’t believe we can be smarter. What we can do is be more creative. Catch
them by surprise.”“How?” I ask.“I don’t have all the answers.”It isn’t the answer I want. He should
have all the answers, damn it. “My daughter is on Earth. She’s pregnant. If anything happens to
her—”“I’m sorry, but her loss may be unavoidable. The banshees will beat us to Earth. They will
overcome the planetary defenses. They will begin draining the power from the sun. We can’t do
anything about that. Charging right at them in a Shadow with half a mesh is straight-up suicide,
and you know it.”We stare at one another. I can sense the sincerity of his sympathy, and I hate it.
I also can’t deny the truth of his words. There’s a good chance I’m going to lose another one of
my children before this is over. So will millions of others when the banshees drain the sun.“What
the hell can we do to stop them?” I ask softly, fighting against a rising tide of
hopelessness.“Whatever it takes,” he answers. “We’re still here. We can still fight.”He’s already
given everything to get this far. I need to stop feeling sorry for myself and do the same.“Whatever
it takes,” I agree.3What it takes is six hours for us to complete the repairs on the Shadow, and
that’s after Rozik shows me how to fuse the metal patches to the hull. It takes a long time to
ensure a good seal, and he refuses to do anything slipshod or risky because all of this is for
nothing if we die from a leaky seal in the middle of the aether.We don’t talk a whole lot more after
the first half hour, both of us focused on getting the work done as fast as we can. The amount of
time it takes means retreating back to the Yellowjacket to refill the Commune armor’s oxygen
stores. The bodies are starting to smell by then, leaving an awful odor in the air I’ll be glad to
escape.I’m calmer than I probably should be, and that’s without using my training to force myself
to relax. There’s a peace that comes with having a goal and a plan to reach it, even if the plan is
incomplete. I’m worried about Shaena, but I’m also resolved. If I have to kill Alliance military to
beat the banshees, if I have to do what Rozik did, I will do it without question. They’ll never
understand why and they’ll label me a monster and a traitor, but at least they’ll still be alive to do
it.Since the Shadow’s already powered and its computer active, it registers the repaired hull as
soon as we finish the last seal. Whatever alarms would be going off in my head if I was in the
mesh are shut down, and the AI starts releasing reserve air back into the ship. We don’t yank our
helmets off right away, but we do look over at one another and nod, bonding over our
cooperative repair. We’re still not friends. We’ll never be friends. But I respect him, as he does
me.Right now, that’s enough.“Help me with the lovers,” Rozik says.The pilots are still in the same
position we found them. I move behind the one on the left, grabbing his shoulder and pushing his
head forward until his needle comes out of his DCI. Then I unbuckle him and lift him up, the
armor giving me enough of an added boost of strength to carry him easily. Rozik does the same
with the other pilot, and we take them back to the interlock and then across to the Yellowjacket,
placing them with the other bodies.“Gods be with them,” Rozik says, tapping his chest before
turning away. He heads to the Yellowjackets controls and retracts the anchors, separating the
craft from the Shadow. Of course, we’re still on an identical course at an identical speed, with no



friction to slow either ship, so they remain fixed together. That’ll end soon enough.We cross the
interlock and seal the Shadow. That’s when we finally remove our helmets, breathing in
refreshing new air.“Step one complete,” I say.“Nice work,” he replies.“You too. I’ll get meshed and
get us into the aether.”“Are you up to the task?” he asks. “Or do you need to rest?”Meshing with
Starfire nearly drove me insane. But I remember what Rozik said about the minds connected to
his. It’s a matter of strength, willpower, focus and motivation. I’m tired, which is a strike against
my focus, but I’m also incredibly motivated.“I can do it,” I say. “No problem.”He doesn’t question
the answer. “Then I’ll leave you to it. I’ll find us something to eat.”I make my way to the cockpit,
glancing up at the patch. The seal is so good it nearly blends into the hull, making it look like the
wound was a lot less serious. Unless we over pressurize the interior, it should hold without
issue.I take off the Commune combat armor, slipping out of the hardened plates and winding up
back in my flight suit. It’s dirty and a little bloody, torn and ugly on the side where I took the earlier
hit which still hurts. If I don’t treat it soon it’ll probably get infected. I hope there’s a medkit
somewhere in the back of the craft.I approach the pilot’s seat, pulling Joie’s needle from my
pocket and snapping it into the connector. Then I sit down, hesitating a moment before I lean my
head back. I literally wouldn’t be able to do this without it.Then I sit back, feeling the needle slide
into my DCI until it clicks. I close my eyes, reaching into the mesh. It hurts of course. It always will
without a partner. But I almost welcome the pain like a cleansing, a means to die and be reborn.
Grayson Stone doesn’t have to exist anymore. There’s only one identity I need now.Odin
Longknife.I relax into that name, into what it represents, into the myth of it. That acceptance
seems to make the synchronization easier, and while the pain doesn’t vanish, it does lessen,
allowing me enough clarity to do what I need to do.I become the Shadow. I have instant access
to every system, every weapon, every diagnostic. I can play back the recording of its
involvement in the fight if I want, and I might later on to see if there’s anything I can glean about
the banshee’s tactics. Right now I settle for activating the vectoring thrusters, pushing the
Shadow lightly to the side to break away from the Yellowjacket. Then I activate the Mandelbrot,
entering the coordinates to Naraka, grateful I memorized them earlier.The specialized system
begins to process while I hit the main thrusters and begin accelerating away at sub-light speeds.
I travel five kilometers from the Yellowjacket before bringing the Shadow around, floating
backward and activating the weapons system. It’s trivial to aim at the other ship, and I arm and
fire a torpedo, watching it streak across the gap and smash the Yellowjacket. A short fireball
follows, and then only small pieces of debris remain. It’s a better fate for the bodies on board
than floating through space for eternity. Also, if either the Commune or the Alliance does come to
clean up, it’s better they don’t try to figure out why there are dead from both sides on the small
vessel.It doesn’t matter all that much which way we’re facing for the jump, but I turn the Shadow
around again anyway. I sense the pressure starting to build in my skull as I do, the stress of
handling the mesh alone starting to overwhelm my best intents. I need the Mandelbrot to finish
calculating soon.I focus on going through the ship’s diagnostics, ensuring all of the damage is
repaired and everything is operational. It only takes a few seconds and puts me at ease that



we’re in good shape to make the jump. It also distracts me from the increasing pain. The
Mandelbrot finishes a moment later, offering a route that’ll push us to Naraka in four days. It’s
faster than I hoped, but still slower than I want.Why does Rozik want to go to Naraka? I still
haven’t gotten that answer, deciding to trust in his plan without the full description. We’ll have
four days to hash out everything that needs discussion.One more thought, and the Mandelbrot
activates. I can sense the universe changing outside. A cold tingle runs across my senses,
followed by a feeling of sudden euphoria. It’s a slightly different reaction than I had coming out of
the aether on Sleipnir. More positive and hopeful. Is that because the needle is Joie’s? Or is it my
own state of mind?Either way, the tingling stops a few seconds later as the Mandelbrot carries
us into the aether. I let the ship’s AI take over then, opening my eyes and sliding forward to
detach the needle.We’re on our way.4Ifind Rozik in the small back corridor of the Shadow, out of
his armor and on his knees in his underwear. A hatch behind him leads to the main reactor, while
a hatch on his right goes to the head. The left bulkhead has two rectangular panels stacked one
above the other. Opening them reveals a pair of small personal racks. Without a ship’s galley, all
of its stores are in compartments spread across the short corridor. Rozik’s already found the
packaged sustenance, and he’s already put aside enough tasteless meal bars to carry us
through the trip to Naraka. He’s still going through the stores, and he glances back at me as I
approach.“We’re in the aether,” I say.“I felt it,” he replies. His eyes drop to my side. “I’m looking for
the medkit. If this were a Commune ship, I wouldn’t have to wonder if it’s still on board.”“What’s
that supposed to mean?” I ask.“Your organization is lacking. Chaotic. Don’t take it personally,
Alliance. I’m sure you’re the exception.” He points to the meal bars. “Are you hungry?” I nod, and
he grabs one and tosses it up to me. The bars are pure nutrients. Tasteless and unsatisfying, but
you can live on them indefinitely. “How long to Naraka?”“Four days.”“Not bad. I was estimating
six.”“Earth’s sun will be frozen in six days.”“I don’t think so. The banshee’s FTL system isn’t
instant either. In fact, it seems to operate very similar to our own. We’ll be at Naraka before they
reach Earth.”“But then we still have to jump back to Earth from the edge of the Sphere. That’ll
take weeks.”“Sixteen days,” he agrees.“The sun will be dead by then.”“Yes.”He doesn’t pull any
punches. There’s no other way to say it, because it’s an inescapable truth. We can’t get to Earth
before the banshees. We can’t stop them from pulling the energy from the sun. Even with our
best effort, millions of people will die.And we’re going in the wrong direction.I slump down
against the bulkhead, sitting across from Rozik as he continues searching for the medkit. I
haven’t seen him shirtless before. His entire body is rippling with muscle, and he’s got deep
scars that run across his back in uneven lines. There are more scars on the back of his head just
below his hair. Evidence of the implants? Mr. Sia was certain the technology to store a digital
mind could be improved. He had no idea how much.“Speaking of the banshees,” I say. “Maybe
it’s time you told me the truth about the Commune’s interaction with them.”He pauses to look
back at me. At first, I think he’s going to decline. Then I think he’s going to concoct another half-
truth. Then he nods. “What I told you before isn’t untrue. I just left out a lot of details.”“Like why
the banshees are so good at hacking our systems? Or maybe why the crystal you showed me is



important enough to them that they destroyed Warrick to keep it away from us? Or maybe you
can tell me why that golem was staring at me in Naraka’s hangar before you took him out? At the
time I thought it was nothing, but now I’m not so sure.”I get a half-second glimpse of surprise
before it disappears back into his serious expression. He didn’t know about Warrick. Maybe he
didn’t think I would remember Naraka.He turns away from me, closing one compartment and
opening another. He pushes some stuff aside from it in silence and then takes out the medkit.
“Found it,” he says, turning and bringing it over to me. He sits across from me and opens it.“Is
one of your minds a doctor?” I ask.He smirks. “Yes. Take off your flight suit.”I get back to my feet
to remove the suit, which leaves me in my underwear too.“Lie down,” Rozik says.I find enough
space in the small corridor to lie flat. There isn’t a ton of area anywhere on the Shadow, and
none of it is designed for treating a wound like mine. The truth is, Alliance ships lose medkits
because they’re so rarely used. Most pilots don’t take glancing blows that leave them injured but
alive.My damage is atypical, and Rozik can’t get to it without straddling my legs. He takes a
sanitizing patch and holds it over the area. “This is going to hurt.”“Don’t change the subject. Start
talking.”He touches the patch to the injury. I grit my teeth against the stinging, which quickly turns
into cold relief.“What I told you about going through the disturbance and finding the dead
banshee mothership is true,” he says. “What isn’t true is what I said about the banshees
attacking us unprovoked. I wasn’t on the alien vessel when their ship arrived. But we were close
enough to it the banshees were cautious. I think at first they thought we were responsible. But
they didn’t attack right away.”“What did they do?” I ask.“They tried to communicate. We received
their transmissions. Subaural frequencies our systems and our comms officers mistook for
random interference. Instead of making sense of the patterns, we filtered them out.”“So you
couldn’t hear them.”“That’s right. We tried to talk to them, but they couldn’t understand us either.
We spent three days on either side of the dead banshee ship, locked in a silent stalemate. We
were careful not to appear aggressive. We made every movement with deliberateness. We
started sending ships out toward the dead vessel and then pulling them back. When the
banshees didn’t react, the Vice Admiral decided my team and I should resume our research. We
thought we might find some clue that would help us communicate, and they didn’t seem to
mind.”Rozik removes the patch, reaching into the kit for a small laser ablation tool. He holds it
over the wound, using it to remove the dead and burned skin.“The first few times we went to the
ship to explore, we were alone. We moved freely as we did before they arrived. But by the end of
the third day we weren’t alone.”“Golems,” I say.“Yes.”“On Naraka, you made it sound like you’d
never seen them before.”“The most important component to a lie is consistency. That’s where
most people trip up.”“Right.”“There were only three of them. They didn’t attack. In fact, they
helped us. They put the ship into some sort of emergency power mode. They restored the gravity
and atmosphere, allowing us to move around more easily. They activated the platforms for us,
and followed us as we explored. I felt as though they wanted us there. That we were welcome. Of
course, I tried to speak to them, but they didn’t respond.” He finishes with the ablation tool and
puts it aside, taking out another patch. “This one will hurt again. But the pain will subside once



it’s in place. The wound will heal beneath it. You’ll have an ugly scar, but you’ll survive.”“For a few
more days anyway,” I reply.He puts the patch on the wound. It hurts more than the first one, but I
don’t make a sound. Then he slips off me and gets to his feet.“The fourth day began just like the
rest of them,” he continued as he returned the ablation tool to the med kit and restored it to
neatness before closing it back up. “My team and I crossed over to the banshee ship and
continued our research. The golems were there, and they followed us. We were accustomed to
them, and we gave them names. Moe, Larry, and Curly.” He laughs. “Characters from an antique
video stream. Before holograms. Before color, even. We were getting deeper into the ship,
making good progress. But then everything changed.”“What happened?” I ask as I grab my flight
suit.Rozik puts up his hand. “Don’t put that thing back on.”He taps the wall beside the upper
panel, which slides away to reveal a stack of Alliance flight suits. The pilot we jettisoned was
close to my size. I take out a flight suit and fresh underclothes and put them on. I want to transfer
the patch Amelia gave me at some point.“We found the passage to the core. We went inside.
The golems became more animated. They tried to move in front of us and stop our advance. Of
course, their discomfort made us more eager to see what it was they didn’t want us to see. They
hadn’t shown any prior aggression. They weren’t carrying weapons. They were actively assisting
us. We had no reason to think they were dangerous.”“Even though their mothership was covered
in guns?”“We believed the placements weren’t guns at all. We were projecting our image of what
a weapon looks like onto their sensor design. I’m not proud to admit we were becoming
complacent in their presence. In any case, we continued to the core despite the golems’
agitation. That’s when I discovered the crystal.”“You told me you didn’t know what it was for.”“I
didn’t. Not at the time. I wasn’t going to take it. But then I received a transmission from the fleet.
Unbreakable had been experiencing unexplained power fluctuations all morning. It turns out it
was because of the banshees efforts to break into our systems. The Vice Admiral ordered us
back to the ship.” He pauses to sigh heavily. “I decided to take the crystal before we left. The
golems tried to stop me. My team shot them. As soon as I removed the stone from its housing,
the banshees started their attack. You know the rest from there.”“I don’t know everything.”“I don’t
have all the answers. What I can tell you is that we managed to escape. The jump took four days,
during which I learned as much about the enemy as I could. We uncovered the use of the
subaural messaging through the banshee’s effort to break into our systems, and I was able to
extract it from recordings of our time in the alien ship. The golems transmitted at the same
frequencies, with definitive patterns to activate different systems. We didn’t expect them to follow
us through the disturbance. We had no reason to believe they could. And we certainly didn’t
expect them to come at us with such vehemence.”“Because of what you stole from them,” I say.
“If you had left it, none of this would have happened.”His face turns hard. “Maybe. Maybe not.
The Gestalt makes me smarter, but it doesn’t make me perfect.” He looks at me, expression
softening. “For whatever it’s worth, Alliance, I’m sorry.”“I know,” I reply. I want to be angry with
him, but I can’t find it in me to dredge it up. Not now. There’s no point. We have to work together,
regardless of how this situation came to be. It’s not like we can go back in time to change it. “Why



do you think they want the crystal so badly? If they were so calm before, why are they so eager
to kill all of us now?” My voice is tinged with anger. “A golem spoke to me. Did you know that? It
changed its voice to emulate human speech. Were you able to spy on me then too?”Rozik’s look
of surprise tells me he wasn’t. “They spoke to you?”“Yes.”“What did they say?”“That our time is
over. That it can’t protect us anymore. Whatever it is.”Rozik stares at me in silence for a few
heartbeats. Then he lowers his head and mutters. “Bollocks.”“What?” I hiss.“Maybe this isn’t
about what I took after all. Maybe the it they mentioned isn’t the crystal. It couldn’t protect us. But
the Disturbance can. Or could, until we showed the banshees the path through it.” He pauses,
clearly thinking. His face pales right before he speaks again. “What would you say if I told you the
Disturbance isn’t a cosmic anomaly. What if I told you that someone or something created it to
protect us?”The idea is crazy, but something about it makes sense. Scientists have never been
able to explain the origins of the aethereal barrier. “Who?”“I don’t know.”“Do you think they were
protecting us from the banshees?”“No. I don’t think the banshees were always so violent, and
their approach to warfare bears that out. Something hunts them, the same way they’re hunting
us. I’d bet my life on it.”“And now it knows how to get through the Disturbance?”“No, but the
banshees do. And if they’re running from something, why wouldn’t they want to take residence
somewhere they won’t be found?”“That’s why they used the synchronizer on Naraka?” I ask. “To
tell the rest of their kind they found safe haven?”Rozik nods. “That’s my theory.”I rub my face with
my hand to confirm I’m awake. “I want to say the Sphere is big enough for all of us, but we both
know it isn’t. Not indefinitely.”“No. So they’re taking a screen out of their attacker’s book and
going hard on the offensive. It doesn’t change our predicament. It doesn’t change theirs either.”
He shakes his head. “It’s kill or be killed, Odin. For us and for them. It’s the worst kind of situation
for both of us.”“If your theory is right. And it probably is. You’re the gestalt.”“I don’t want to be
right.”“And I don’t want my wife and kids to be dead. But we don’t get what we want. We have to
suck it up and deal with what we’ve got.”Rozik smirks, but it doesn’t bother me this time. The
arrogance is drained from it. He leans over and taps on the panel to the lower bunk, opening it.
Then he reaches under a light blanket that’s haphazardly tossed on the rack. He pulls out a
patinated metal cylinder.“Where did you get that?” I ask.“From one of the samples we collected,”
he replies. “The top layer of a banshee ship is composed of alien alloys we don’t have in the
Sphere. The substrates beneath it carry sound waves, energy and what I can only call
sustenance.”“It’s organic, like skin?”“Not exactly. It doesn’t contain any living cells. But it has
properties of a living organism. It’s truly alien. But that’s not what I want to show you.” He grabs
the end of the cylinder and turns, showing me it’s a canister of some kind. “Don’t look directly at
it.”“At what?” I ask.He turns the canister and lifts the lid away. The bright red light nearly blinds
me even as I turn my head to look away. I can’t see the contents past the light, but I don’t need
to. I can guess what’s inside.“That’s the crystal you took from the mothership,” I say.He puts the
lid back on the canister. “Yes. I exchanged it for the dead one. The alloy absorbs the energy,
making it invisible to the banshees.”“What are we going to do with it?”Rozik’s lifeless smirk
morphs into a big, smug smile. “We’re going to fight fire with fire.”5Four days back to Naraka. In



one sense, that length of time is welcome. It gives my body time to heal. It lets the patch over the
burns work their magic, knitting my skin back into something not at all pretty, but painless and
functional. It gives my mind and soul a chance to mourn. Nothing dramatic. Nothing overwrought.
Small tears in quiet moments over memories of better times. I miss Shae and the girls. I always
will. But I know they want me to keep going. To do the job I’m here to do. To stop the banshees
from destroying Earth and seizing our part of the galaxy.It’s still hard for me to wrap my head
around Rozik’s theory that the banshees are in almost as bad a shape as we are. That they’re
here because they’re on the run, desperate to escape something that’s more powerful than both
of us. It’s a real twist on my gray matter to think something created the Disturbance on purpose.
What kind of entity could do something like that? I often look to the gods, but I don’t think I
believe in them. I often blame the fates, but I don’t know about that either.And now that lack of
belief is challenged. If the Disturbance was made, it means there is some kind of benevolent,
advanced species out there trying to protect us. We might as well call them gods. I don’t know
what to think about that. I don’t know how to process it. I’m not even sure if we should be grateful.
Maybe humankind never evolves otherwise. Maybe we never grow to this point only to die in the
end.Four days. It gives me time to learn a lot more about my Commune companion. Rozik isn’t
built like the rest of us, but at least now I understand why. And I finally believe that when he
speaks he’s telling me the truth. About the banshees. About himself. About everything. Not that
he’s a big talker. He spends four hours per cycle sleeping. Just drops into his rack and it’s lights
out. No wind-down. No effort. He doesn’t move the entire time. He reminds me of Dracula.He
spends four hours exercising. The Shadow doesn’t have a gym, so he finds things to use as
weights. He also asks me to increase the gravity in the ship for a couple of those hours. Says it’ll
be good for both of us. I can’t really disagree.Then he spends the rest of the day eating and
thinking. He likes the back corner near the reactor to sit and brood, his back against the
bulkhead, arms crossing his knees, head down. He’ll stay like that for hours, except when he
breaks to grab another meal bar. He scarfs the things down like they’re candy, but I imagine it
takes a lot of calories to fuel both his muscles and all those multiple minds of his.We do talk from
time to time. I tell him about my life before the Navy. About how I met Shae and our relationship.
About our life on Spindle. I don’t say much about my career. I figure he knows a lot about it
already, and the rest isn’t important. Besides, we’re living it.He’s not as forthcoming as me, but
he shares some things. Turns out he has a sister on a Commune planet I’ve never heard of.
She’s married with kids, and he wants to see her but he can’t. As far as the universe is
concerned he died the day he was admitted into Project Gestalt. Outside the military he’s a total
ghost, and showing up at her door would raise more questions than anyone can answer.More
importantly, I learn there’s a human side to Rozik. A softer side that he keeps buried most of the
time. I got a small glimpse of it with Joie in the forests of Warrick with the way he treated her. I get
more looks at it now in his empathy toward my losses. I’m not asking for it, but he gives it, and as
the days pass we stop seeing each other as Commune and Alliance. We’re two humans, two
warriors, with a lot more commonalities than I ever guessed.“You still haven’t told me how you



knew I left Bruxton. Or how you knew I lost my needle,” I say. I’m in the back of the Shadow,
grabbing what I hope will be the last meal bar I have to eat on this trip, which will be over within
the next thirty minutes. Rozik’s already gone through two of the bars, and he’s reaching for a
third. “Did you put some kind of tracking device on me like the banshees did?”“The needle.” He
pauses, either trying to decide how much to tell me or how to explain it. “I got a look at the
banshee’s research lab on the way down to the core. They had a needle mounted to one of their
machines. I just assumed it was yours.”“Why? It could have been one of thousands.”
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Reghu, “Good read. I like reading the works of this author. They are a bit dark for my tastes but
they are well written and well thought out.My biggest problem with this current series is that no
one seems to have a video recording device. And also no access to this universe’s version of
YouTube or Twitter. It seems like a lot of problems could have been sorted if there was video that
could be played to the general public. The entire alien war thing seems to have played out like a
black ops mission. With the general public non the wiser.Also, there are some glaring mistakes
in this book. Just one or two. For example, it says that Odin met up with the fleet from Naraka
after getting the alien mothership, at an uninhabited planet a few AUs from Earth. Then he asks
Amelia if there had been any news of Earth before she left Naraka. Then when Rozik shows up
they jump to Earth. What was that about? If the are already in the Sol system, what is this
uninhabited planet? Why don’t they know what’s happening to earth? Why do they need to make
a 3 day jump to Earth?Just a few of my thoughts.”

Stuart Riley, “A fitting end to the series. Mr. Forbes has put the final act of the star end series with
vividly detailing the characters and the surrounding images of space and war. The cast is simple
but their deeds and intentions are interwoven into the plot to make this book a fitting finale. I
enjoyed the series. I think you might too, if you like space, action, and struggle of wills in the
imagination of future sci-fi. Keep reading and get involved with Mr. Forbes writing.”

Chuck B., “Very entertaining sci-fi read.. The main character in this book was somewhat
predictable, but his friend/foe lent a quality of unknown and intrigue to the plot. The action is
compelling and keeps the reader interested. Overall, it was a fun read even if you knew that the
protagonist was always going to win the day.”

JSM01, “Stars End series. What a great story. It starts out fast and the story line remains
coherent through out all four books.The characters seem to be maturing in each book. Love the
tech. The story is well written, the charactersAre likeable. This story never slows down, never
dull. Keep writing great stories.I'm becoming a fan. Keep up the good work.”

J. Stacey, “Fantastic end to a formidable series.. I grew up on Sci fi and fantasy. In truth it saved
me. I thoroughly enjoyed this series and it helped lift me from a strong depression. I hope it can
help and entertain you too.”

Kelly N., “Another awesome series. I have read a lot M.R. Forbes books and this one is in my top
3. The characters and the story was so well written. I enjoyed every minute of the books! If you're
looking for a great series to read and enjoy sifi I would recommend this series!”

Ebook Library Reader, “A Review By A 70-year SyFy Reader. A thoroughly enjoyable series! I've



read a lot of SyFy over the decades and this Stars End series is right up there among the most
enjoyable I have been immersed in. You don't just read it, you live it! Great stuff, buy it, read it
and you will agree with me!”

Louise, “Gold star for this series!!. What a brilliant series! One that ends and doesn't go on and
on!! It ends in a satisfying way though, clever.I love the ongoing and developing relationship
between Verge and Greg, our heroes of the story, always questions, always some mystery but
together what a great team.M R Forbes is such a great story weaver. If you like your Sci-fi with
space Battle, aliens, gun fights and some good wry humour between the characters, while a
compelling story weaves around them throwing them around in the Universe at break neck
speed... Then you will love this!If you haven't give Forbes other books a read too, lots of
excitement and great characters there also.”

simon, “great read. Last in the series and I enjoyed it immensely good pace lots of detail the final
bonus chapter was great just finished the story but left a great arc for a follow on”

Andydoc, “Gimme more, more, MORE!!. Great stuff from my favourite sci-fi/fantasy author.”

hippyskirt, “outstanding. I did nothing useful once I began reading this series. Every book had
me hooked. I don’t have the words to describe how much I enjoyed reading it. Thank you Mr
Forbes.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Great series. Another well written well paced book from Mr Forbes. If you
have read his other series you won't be disappointed. If you haven't, I recommend you do!”
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