No one really knew how the war started. Sure there were records, but the humans said it was one thing and the Chaeaf’ga another.  The truth had long been lost under decades of battles and propaganda.
Despite this, things on Earth hadn't changed all that much.  We saw news reports from the outer colonies, videos of battles, and the movies!  It seemed that Hollywood couldn't even wait for this war to end before we had movies of the heroic victories of humanity over the alien aggressors. 
I'll admit; that's what got me.  Since I was little, I'd see movies of heroic soldiers, sleek spaceships, and exotic worlds.  It caught my imagination.  It never occurred to me that they were actors, that the real soldiers were out there fighting and dying far from home.  I felt safe.


By the time I was in highschool that feeling changed.  Not the one about wanting to be a solider - that had never left, but the feeling of safety.  I remember it so clearly.  We were in a physics class, learning about electromagnets when we heard the news.  Another pupil burst into the room without knocking, and breathlessly announced: 
"They've taken Parlong!"
Our teacher didn't even try to stop us from talking.  Instead, he ran and dragged an old LED TV out of the cupboard, plugged it in and turned on the news.  That did cause a hush, as short minutes of footage repeated on a loop - the massed Chaeaf’ga fleet hulking among the debris of Terran craft, some wobbly camera work from a colonist hiding as the invasion force landed and started their attack.  Finally, a press conference from the commander of the Terran forces, admitting that they had lost the colony; the Chaeaf’ga had some new weapon that was far superior to anything we had, or could defend against.  We all knew what it was he wasn't saying - the fleet would likely soon be heading towards another colony... and if we couldn't stop them, they would reach Earth.   

Suddenly, the war was no longer a distant threat.  Raid sirens started being erected in the cities, and evacuation drills became routine.  Over the next three years, seven more colonies were lost.  Refugees started to arrive on Earth, and the tales became more than distant unreal images replayed to cold newsreader analysis and speculation.
On the fourth year, everything changed.    

Nightis, one of the closer Colonies, had fallen that week.  The Council of Humanity called for a press conference, which was to be broadcast live over all of the Colonies.  Since the attack on Parlong, there had never been a live broadcast, so that the information could be encrypted and any clues to what steps humanity were taking to try and combat their enemies would remain secret.  People gathered in the streets around screens and there was a constant hum of discussion as to what so important an announcement could be.  Some were crying, certain that the news was that the Chaeaf’ga fleet was going to bypass the inner colonies and come straight for Earth.  A few were hopeful that we had invented a defence against their weapon.  

The Prime Minster of Earth stood at a podium; the other Ministers flanked him.  The flags of the Colonies were draped behind them, with Earth’s in the centre.  He looked around at the members of the press gathered in the room, then glanced down at his notes for a moment.  The crowds hushed.  The Prime Minster looked up and stared straight down the camera.

“For too long, this war has gone on.  For too long, human lives have been lost.  Today this changes.  Today, we can know our fate.”  He paused for dramatic effect.  “Today, we will retake Nightis.”
He stepped back and nodded.  The room remained silent for a beat longer, and then burst into shouts, questions, demands to know if it was some kind of diversion or trick.  

Why would you tell your enemies you were going to retake a planet?  Shouldn’t they use the element of surprise?  What did the Minister for Nightis have to say?  

I don’t know why, but I believed him.  Without a shadow of a doubt, I knew the tide had turned.  I ran home, and up to my room.  I dragged my computer interface to the wall by my bed, and flopped down.  I flicked the screen to the news, then started doing sit-ups.  To my shame, I fell asleep before it happened.  When I stirred the next day, I quickly woke my computer and turned on the news.  

There was a reporter talking excitedly, on what was unmistakeably Nightis.  The deep blue leaves swayed in the background, serenely drifting in the smoky winds from scorched buildings.  

I wondered what weapon could have possibly been created to retake a planet in one day.    

They called them “The Immortals.”        

A regiment of the finest soldiers in the Space Corps, “the best of the best of the best”, as they used to say in the movies.  Whatever mission they were sent on, whatever the odds against them, they succeeded.  And my goal changed.  I wasn’t just going to be any soldier - I was going to be one of the Immortals.  I signed up for the Corps that year, and shipped out to Moonrise.  
I remember seeing Moonrise out of the ship window for the first time.  It didn’t look that dissimilar to Earth, except the continents were all wrong.  Being one of the protected inner colonies, and having a variety of terrain and climates, it was used as the primary training facility for the Space Corps.  The twin moons that orbited the planet, much larger and closer than Earth’s solitary satellite, provided different gravities and atmospheres for further training.  

We touched down in the base and filed out onto the training ground, where we stood in a disorganised jumble waiting for the recruitment officer to sign us in.  I was slightly disappointed with the look of the place.  It was my first time off Earth, and I’d hoped for one of those shining metal and glass, technology-filled bases, with state of the art everything, just like in the movies.  In reality, it was the same as any old base on Earth; concrete squares, and beige walls.  Although comparable, the gravity here was slightly higher than Earth’s and so I felt a little heavy and sluggish in my movements.  It was disorientating, which was my excuse for having tripped and bumped into one of the other recruits, Pratt, causing him in turn to fall over his bag.  Unfortunately for me, Pratt wasn’t long out of school and he was used to being the tough guy; he decided that this was a deliberate attempt to belittle him in front of the other recruits.  

He scrambled to his feet and took a swing at me, which I wasn’t quite fast enough to dodge and it clipped my cheekbone.  I clenched a fist and pulled my arm back to retaliate, when I felt someone grab me by the elbow.  

“The hell you guys doing?”  

I turned and saw a young girl, pretty, blonde, short, but with a hard and confident look about her.  

“He just hit me.”  It sounded lame to my own ears, but she turned her stare on Pratt.  He didn’t have the sense to back down. 

“Stay out of this, sugar.”  

“My name is Sanderson.”  She replied coldly.  “And you will refer to me as Ma’am.”  

Pratt barked a laugh. 

“I’ll call you whatever I want to.  Seems you need to be taught some respect as much as he does.”  

He didn’t stand a chance.  I wouldn’t have thought it possible to move that fast, especially in this gravity, but Sanderson had closed the gap and landed a punch square on his nose.  He bent over, cupping his bloodied face for a moment, before staggering forwards and taking a swing at us.  We split, and he managed to trip over my bag, crashing into Idonis.

Idonis was almost as quick to temper as Pratt, and turned and gave him a hefty shove.  Pratt raised his fist to retaliate, but Sanderson and I grabbed him from behind.  

“ATTENTION!”  

Even untrained, the bark was enough to make everyone turn around and stand straight.  The Sergeant made a beeline for our little scuffle.  

“What on Moonrise do you think you are doing?”  He bellowed at us.  I glanced sheepishly to the side, hoping that my cheek was at least purpling a little to prove Pratt had been the aggressor.  Sanderson looked calm as if she had done no wrong, Idonis looked annoyed, and Pratt looked furious, his face streaming with blood.           
“You boy, what’s your name?” 

“Pratt.  Sir.”  

“Who did this?”  The Sergeant indicated his bloodied nose.  Pratt glanced at Sanderson, and then quickly and Idonis and myself.  He seemed to decide that since I was the largest, I was less of an embarrassment to have been punched by.  

“That guy,” He glanced at my nametag.  “Nightingale.”  

“It was me Sir.”  Sanderson interjected.

“Name?”  The Sergeant snapped.

“Sanderson, Sir.”  

“Why does Pratt say it was Nightingale, Private Sanderson?” 

“I expect that he is embarrassed that he was bested by a girl, Sir.”  Her answer was matter of fact, not a twitch of a smile or a hint of smugness. Pratt fumed, Idonis laughed openly. 

“Well, I don’t know what you were all trying to prove out here.  But you are on Moonrise now, and on Moonrise, I am the authority.  You do as I say.”  He pointed towards the north of the yard.  “Beyond that building is the infirmary.  Pratt, get yourself cleaned up, and then back here, on the double.”  Pratt shoved his way through the crowd and stormed off across the yard. 

“You three can have a tour of the brig while you are waiting to sign in.”  The Sergeant growled.

“What!?  I didn’t even have anything to do with this!”  Idonis protested, and then hastily shut his mouth and nodded at a stare from the Sergeant.  

We sat in the cell, exchanging tales.   Idonis was from Parlong.  His family had escaped and made their way from planet to planet over the years.  He had vowed that as soon as he was old enough he was going to join the Space Corps and avenge his fellow Colonists.  He even hoped to one day return to Parlong, even though it was long beyond the reach of Terran space now.  Sanderson was from Moonrise, and practically all her family were in the military, so, she reasoned, it made sense for her to be as well.  In fact, she had never thought about doing anything else.  

For the next two years, we trained and I pushed as hard as I could.  Every night we would climb up the sentinel hill and watch the two moons roll over the horizon, watch the ships darting in front of the glowing orbs, heading out for battle.  We imagined ourselves on one of those ships.  
“This is beautiful.”  I mused one night.  “But some days I miss Earth.”   

“Most recruits stop off at Earth from here to transfer to a cruiser.”  Sanderson replied watching a ship dash away.  

“I can’t wait to get out there.  Gonna stick it to them alien bastards good.  Just another week of training and we’ll be on our way out there,” said Idonis, meaning every word.  

“Not for me.  I’m going to try for the Immortals.”  Silence.  I blinked the moonburn away from my eyes and turned to see them both staring at me.  “I’m serious - we talked about it, remember?”  
 “The immortals, huh?”  Idonis suddenly had a faraway look in his eyes.  Sanderson shook her head, though.  
“I don’t know.  I mean, it sounds great...  they get sent on the most crucial missions – and a hundred per cent success rate.  No casualties.”
“So why not try out for it?”  I frowned.  “We’ve worked for this – we’re top of the class!” 

“Sanderson is top of the class.”  Idonis corrected.   I shrugged; Idonis and I were good enough.      
“Well how do they do it?  It’s not normal, that’s for sure.”   She frowned slightly, but Idonis shrugged.

 “I have a theory – they’re clones.” 

“Clones?”  I pulled a face. 

“Have you ever thought about it – about who they are?”  

“Heroes, the best of the…”  I started to say, but Idonis waved a hand, cutting me off.

“I know that.  I mean, how does a group of people – a small group - go on a mission that is damn near suicidal and succeed every time with no losses?”  He sighed.  “I think they figured out how to clone people, and they send them in.  They’ve been lucky enough to do whatever it is they get sent to do, and any casualties are replaced with a new clone.” 

Sanderson laughed, and I shook my head.  

“I don’t believe it.”

“What’s your theory then?” 

“It’s got to be some kind of super solider program.  They probably inject you with stuff that makes you faster, stronger, smarter.”  

“You could both probably do with being injected with something to make you smarter,” Sanderson chuckled. 
We laughed again.

“Want to find out?”  

 “The Immortals – killing Chaeaf’ga and no chance of death.”  Idonis smiled.  “I like it.”   

We turned to Sanderson.

“Who wants to be normal?”  She grinned.

We watched most of our class ship out the next day on the transport heading off for the outer colonies - taking them to their respective regiments, and their unknown fates.  I admit I felt my stomach lurch at the thought, that these people - that I had grown to know and, in some cases, like -were about to risk their lives, while I stayed on the relative safety of Moonrise.  After they were gone, we made our way to the training yard and joined up with the other recruits that had opted to stay.  There were two others from our class, and about fifty of us in total.  We all snapped to attention as the Captain walked out onto the yard.

“So.  You all fancy yourselves for Special Forces do you?  Well let me tell you now, most of you won’t make it.  You’re all the best of your classes, but that doesn’t mean anything from here on out.  I know you will give this training your all, but for some of you, even that won’t be enough.  For those of you that believe in luck, or fate, or God… I suggest you pray.”
We didn’t take him seriously, of course.  Figured that he was just trying to shake us up a bit.  After two years of learning how to fight and survive in a multitude of climates, terrains, environments - even in a lack of environment - we thought we were set for anything.  The training didn’t break anyone, and there were even a few jokes about how if the Captain thought this was hard then he must have gone soft a long time ago.  All out of earshot though, of course.

We learned as much in the classroom as out on the training grounds in those weeks, studying samples and diagrams from Chaeaf’ga weapons, armour and vehicles.  By the end of it I could field strip a Chaeaf’ga laser pistol as easily as I could a standard-issue Hedgehog .42.  It seemed like no time at all before we were all lined up on the yard again, the Captain pacing up and down the rows, looking each of us in the eye.  He didn’t look impressed or pleased with our success.  If anything, his eyes looked almost sad.  I didn’t understand it, back then.  He marched to the front of the yard and turned, snapping his heals together with a hollow “click” from his boots. 

“Today is the last day of your training.  Today you will find out if you have graduated.  There’s just one last thing to do.  One last test.”  He tilted his chin up, in that familiar way when he was about to say something that displeased him.  “The medical staff like to call it the B.S.P.F.D.  Typical scientist talk, like to think they’re clever knowing what the acronym stands for, like it makes it all mysterious.”  He snorted.  “Well I’m gonna demystify that for you right now.  I like to call it, ‘The Machine of Death’.”  There was a snigger from somewhere to my right; Corporal Lancaster.  The Captain bore down on him and barked in his face.  “Did I say something funny, Corporal?”

“No Sir.”  Lancaster replied, trying to avoid his gaze.  
“Good, because this is not funny.  It’s not even the least bit amusing.”  He turned to walk back onto the stage.  I could have sworn I heard him mutter, “It’s goddam wrong.”

We filed into a squat concrete building, which stood at the back of the base.  I don’t think anyone had ever paid it any attention before.  It was ordinary in every way.  Square.  Wired glass windows down one side.  Heavy metal doors.  Boring.  It also held the military’s greatest secret, and their most powerful weapon.  We formed a queue along the corridor, and out the door.  The Captain moved along, making sure everyone was present.  Satisfied, he nodded once and then left, marching away and out of sight behind another equally-unremarkable building.  The soldiers relaxed, and the chatter started up right away.  It got passed down the line from the front of the queue that there was a door with “Regiment Selection Office” stencilled on the outside.  
“Machine of Death.”  Idonis folded his arms and leaned against the wall.  “See, I knew it – they’re going to kill us, and clone us.”

“That makes no sense at all.”  Sanderson piped up. “Clones don’t retain the knowledge of the original – it would have been a waste of time to train us if they were just going to copy us.  Besides, even if that was the secret, they could clone us without killing us.  You’re paranoid.”  

“She has a point.”  I gave a weak smile.  To be honest, I wasn’t entirely sure what was going on, but I’d come to the conclusion my super solider injection wasn’t it.  I’d like to say that I was feeling excited at the prospect of being so close to my goal, but having overheard the Captain had shaken me.  

The line moved forwards excruciatingly slowly.  Every so often the door opened, a recruit stepped through and it shut with a metallic thud.  They didn’t come back out, which didn’t help with the chatter.  Some of the guys near the back of the queue, the guys with the more vivid imaginations, had started to look a little pale.  

By the time I got to the front, Sanderson, despite her earlier confidence, had managed to move behind me so that I was the first out of our group to go in.  

“Good luck.”  She whispered.  

“Try not to die.”  Idonis added.

A plain looking woman with a clip board and thick-rimmed glasses opened the door and pulled a pen from her white lab coat pocket.  I almost laughed at her appearance; it seemed so typical of the ‘smart lab assistant’ character in all those movies I’d watched as a child.

“Name?”

“Mark Nightingale; Corporal, 54672.” 

“Come in, please.”  She ticked off my name and I followed her into the room.  The metal door swung shut behind me.
The room could have been any other medical office in any other army base in the worlds.  I’d expected some kind of huge machine, with crackling electrodes – hell, even giant test tubes to put soldiers in and make them into something new.  The chief medical officer sat behind a desk, fingers folded neatly over a sheet of paper.  I saluted.  

“At ease, Corporal.”  He motioned to a chair opposite him.  “Sit.”  

I did as I was told.    
“Do you know what this is?”  He motioned to a small machine that sat on the table.  If that was the Captain’s “Machine of Death” it wasn’t as intimidating as his nickname had made it sound.  Rounded white plastic casing, a small blue screen and some buttons on one side, a hole and a slot on the other.  It didn’t look that dissimilar from any other medical equipment I’d seen.  

“No, Sir.”  My nerves had calmed now, and I was overcome with curiosity at what the “test” was.
“This is a remarkable device,” he said, gazing at it.   “This is the device that changed the course of the war.  All you have to do is provide a blood sample, and from that we determine your regiment.”

That sounded simple enough; I furrowed my brow.  “Permission to speak freely Sir?”  

“Granted.” 

“Why would you assign regiment based on a blood sample?  I’ve more than proved myself in the training field.”  

“As has everyone here.”  The Doctor stared at me, straight in the eye.  “What I am about to tell you is top secret, and will never leave this room, is that understood?” 

“Yes, Sir.”  

“From your blood sample, this machine will determine the cause of your death.”

I felt the side of my mouth twitch as if I was about to laugh, but the look in his eyes stopped me.

“Are you serious?”  I forgot all sense of protocol.  The Doctor seemed to forgive it; he was probably used to it by now.

“Deadly serious.”  The Doctor smiled grimly at his own pun.  “I realise this idea seems strange – fantastical, even.  But trust me, it works, and it has been proven infallible.”  He leaned forwards.  “Now, you’re here because you want to join the Immortals.  You must wonder what it is that makes them so successful?  The missions they go on, there should have been a casualty, either by statistics or luck; it just shouldn’t be possible to go three years without losing anyone.”  He tapped his finger on the top of the machine.  “This is what makes it possible.  Every one of them took the test, and every one of them got the same result - ‘Old Age’.”  He smiled again, more genuinely this time.  “Imagine that – knowing you’re going to die of old age.  You can now fly into a Chaeaf’ga fleet, do a jig in front of their best troops while insulting their mothers, and they can’t kill you - because fate won’t allow it.”  

I slumped backwards in the chair, trying to comprehend what he was telling me.  If I joined the Immortals, I wouldn’t just be the in best regiment of the Space Corps, not just among the greatest heroes of humanity – I couldn’t be killed.  The Doctor’s face fell again.

“However, we won’t force you to take the test.  This is your out.  If you choose to, you can leave now; join up with your former classmates as a junior officer.  Never speak of this machine, and make your way through the galaxy as nature intended.”

I frowned again.  It seems obvious now, but at the time what he’d said hadn’t clicked up until that moment.  That the machine would predict my death – not just tell me ‘Old Age’, or ‘Not Old Age’.  The Doctor seemed to realise this, or he had seen too many brash recruits take the test without realising the consequences.

“I’ll give you some time to consider.  Do you want to know how you’ll die?”

“How many… take the test?”  I ventured.

“Almost every recruit that stays on for advanced training.”

“How many pass?”  The Doctor’s eyes turned distant for a few moments, a harrowed look sweeping over his face like a shadow.  

“There is a war on, and the people here have signed up to be on the front lines.  Not many.” 

I nodded slowly, understanding why the wait in the queue had been so long.  The Doctor was patient, and didn’t once sigh or tap his fingers; just waited for my decision.  
“I’ll do it.”  I said it so suddenly that I even surprised myself.  “I came here to be an Immortal.”

The Doctor nodded, he didn’t look pleased or surprised by the decision.  

“Place your finger in the machine, please.”

I did as I was told, and felt a small sharp jab.  The machine buzzed for a few seconds then spat out a square white card.  It was face down and I resisted the urge to grab it, only now feeling the unsettling lightness in my stomach.  What if it said ‘Bullet’?  What if it was ‘Depressurisation’, or ‘Black Hole’?
“You can take your finger out of there now.”

The Doctor reached out and picked up the card, anxious that my nerve didn’t leave me now I had done the deed.  He flipped it over.  

The Doctor held up the card.  On it, in neat black letters, was printed: 
OLD AGE
“Congratulations.”

To my eternal embarrassment, I started to cry.

Thankfully, the Doctor allowed me time to compose myself before I left the room; I guess he’d seen every possible reaction in his time here.  I went out of the far door and passed by several rooms.  I’ll never forget it.  I was walking to my dream, safe in the knowledge that the war wouldn’t kill me.  Others hadn’t been – or rather, wouldn’t be - so lucky.  The recruits had been separated out based on their cards.  I could hear sobs and screams, protests that it wasn’t fair, and prayers to change that writing.  Even through the pride, I’ve never felt so sick.    

The next day I made my way to the strip, a kitbag slung over my shoulder with my few possessions packed up into it.  We were scheduled to rendezvous with the Immortals on Earth.   It felt strange to be going back there, after all this time, and I wondered if it had changed much.  I climbed up into the transport and took my seat, grinning at Idonis.  We couldn’t believe our luck.  Out of fifty tests, we were two of five that managed to get ‘Old Age’ as our cause of death.  I tried not to think of Sanderson, not to wonder what had happened to her.  Perhaps she had backed out and not taken the test.  I don’t know why that thought comforted me; after all, if you were going to catch a bullet you were going to catch a bullet.  It didn’t matter if you knew it was coming or not.  
The trip between Moonrise and Earth was pleasantly uneventful, and I slept through most of it.  It was early afternoon when we landed in Africa.  The capital city of Earth, Citadel, was bathed in sunlight, and it seemed very bright after Moonrise’s hazy days.  My near-constant dozing in-flight meant I didn’t even feel too jetlagged.
We unloaded, and I was surprised to learn that we would stay in the Government houses.  I had expected another army base.  I guess it hadn’t sunk in yet just who we were – the heroes of the silver screen made real.  We were told we would have a week staying here in comfort and “on standby” while we awaited the return of the other Immortals.  As it turned out, it was pretty much just for the publicity.  The feeds were buzzing with rumours about the new Immortals – the press wanted to know, or at least speculate on, everything about us.  Where were we from?  What was our favourite food?  How many battles had we seen?  They seemed to assume we were already veterans, or highly decorated in some respect – understandable enough, since nobody outside the Immortals programme knew about the Machine. 

On the fifth day, we even met the Prime Minister of Earth.  A quiet man of mostly Swedish decent, with only a hint of the accent, he had been elected only six months ago.  I didn’t tend to follow politics closely, assuming one politician to be much like the other.  Idonis did his part and filled me in.  Apparently his policy was to try and engage the Chaeaf’ga on a more diplomatic level, to try and find a truce, and eventually a lasting peace.  Idonis wasn’t a fan; he wanted revenge for the massacre on Parlong, and found the concept of making peace with the Chaeaf’ga bordering on offensive.  

To be honest, most people laughed at the idea – we had been fighting for so long they couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be at peace – but the prime minister had still won his election vote by a respectable majority.  Maybe, secretly, everyone wanted the war to be over; even if they couldn’t bring themselves to hope it out loud.  

It had never occurred to me that it might actually happen.

The Immortals returned on the seventh day, right on time.  As always, their mission had been a complete success.  And they were not alone.

It had been their mission to escort a small group of Chaeaf’ga ambassadors to Earth to negotiate a possible truce.  This was all top secret, of course - there were plenty of people that wouldn’t take kindly to Chaeaf’ga even setting foot on our homeworld.  
Idonis was one of them.

He sat fuming for the rest of the day, shifting between tense silences and loudly demanding to know why the Immortals had brought them here.  The others ignored the questions, and I tried my best to pacify him, pointing out that none of us were happy to see the Chaeaf’ga here.  
Idonis didn’t go to bed that night.  Instead he sat at the computer rewatching videos of Parlong.    
The next morning I found him slumped over one of the reading desks, sleeping on the keyboard while a video of the last footage from Parlong’s surface looped on the screen.  He was mumbling in his sleep, so I gently shook him awake.  He immediately lashed out with a start. 

“Idonis!”  I dodged his groggy strike easily.  “This isn’t good.  The Chaeaf’ga are here, like it or not.  You can’t let yourself get like this.  We’re in the Immortals now, we have a responsibility…” 

“What do you know, Earth boy?”  He shouted, scrambling to his feet and balling his hands into fists.  “Living safe all your life on the homeworld?  You all think you’re so much better than us colonists.”

“When you act like this, then yeah - I am so much better than you.”  I snapped back.  “Goddammit, Idonis, go get cleaned up before you get kicked out of this regiment.  At this rate, all that’s going to happen is the rest of us’ll get shipped out, and you’ll be left behind, declared unfit for duty!”
That seemed to give him pause to think, and he stormed out of the room without another word.  I hoped that he’d gone to take a shower and cool off.  He hadn’t, it turned out; he had gone to fetch his gun.
I went for a run after the confrontation, jogging through the gardens in the warm morning sun.  I was getting fed up of Citadel - the constant barrage of politics and publicity was more wearing than basic training ever had been.  Lost in thought, I nearly ran directly into Sanderson.  She looked as surprised as I did, and for a moment I thought her eyes turned watery as if she was going to cry.  

“Mark!  I didn’t expect to see you here… you made it, then?”  She smiled.  “I’m so glad.”  

“Did you…?”  I didn’t want to push her but I was curious how she had come to be at Citadel. 

“I took the test.”  Her voice was firm and unwavering, but somehow forced.  “Laser.”  

“Oh, I’m sorry.”  I really was, but I felt guilty too.  Here I was, surrounded by comfort, publicity, and an overall feeling of safety – secure in the knowledge that I would never fall victim to a transport crash, or a battle, or disease – and poor Sanderson had to live knowing that she was going to be shot.  “You stayed, though?  In the military, I mean.”  

“Yeah, I got assigned to protective detail in Citadel.  Quite an important position, really.  They figure keeping me away from the front and any Chaeaf’ga weapons testing facilities will keep me around a little longer.”  She shrugged, like she was happy with the position, but I knew she wasn’t.  I couldn’t think of anything to say, and wished that something or someone would intervene before the silence became awkward.  The sound of gunfire obliged. 

We ran, Sanderson with her HH-42 at the ready.  I was unarmed, but hey - I was immortal, right?  We wove our way through the corridors with me on point, running without even bothering to check the coast was clear.  Sanderson ran behind me, also with little concern for safety.  I guess she knew she was safe from bullets, at least.  The first person we came across appeared to be one of the office staff.  She was unconscious but alive, a purpling bruise spreading across her temple.  

“She’ll recover – with a damn fine headache, but nothing much else.”  Sanderson checked her over, and once satisfied that she wasn’t in any more danger, we moved on.  

“Have you noticed which way we’re heading?”  I asked.

“Yes.”  Sanderson’s lips pressed together in a frown.  “How’d they get in, in the first place?” 

I didn’t reply.  I probably should have warned her about my suspicion, but some irrational part of me was still hoping that Idonis was back in his bedroom, catching up on his lack of sleep.
We reached the doors to the inner offices.  They stood ajar, the guards absent, and the silky wood was stained with crimson.  

I did take cover now, and Sanderson moved to the opposite side of the door, gun at the ready.  I pushed the door, hard.  It swung open, to reveal an inner corridor, and two slumped, suited bodies.  Ministerial bodyguards.
“Clear.” 

Sanderson moved in to cover me, while I crouched and checked for a pulse.  I looked up at her, and shook my head.
We moved on carefully, when there was another explosion of gunfire from up ahead.  We both broke into a run, turning off the main corridor to the inner ring, and around to the central office.  More guards were splayed out across the floor, one groaning gently.  The heavy wooden doors to the central office were open.  Two more guards stood between the Prime Minster of Earth and a Chaeaf’ga, who both looked shocked.  Part of me was surprised that I could recognise shock on the alien face.  

Idonis stood, two pistols resting casually in his hands, his arms relaxed at his sides.  He completely ignored the guns pointed at him; instead his attention was focused on the Chaeaf’ga diplomat.  

“You alien filth.  You destroy my home, and then dare to contaminate the Homeworld with your presence!?”  

“Stand down, serviceman!”  The Prime Minister ordered.  
“Drop your weapons!”  The first guard demanded.  I could see his hands shaking slightly as he pointed the gun at Idonis’ head.  

“Traitors.  Protecting that scum.”  Idonis growled and gestured with the pistol.  The guard, thinking he was about to shoot, pulled the trigger.  Whether it was his hands shaking that put the aim off, or Idonis’ luck, I don’t know, but the bullet missed his head, whizzed past his ear, and embedded itself in my arm. 

“ARGH!”  I screamed, shock and pain coursing through me.  Idonis spun around, but seeing me, and of course Sanderson, looked puzzled.  Strange as it sounds, it hadn’t occurred to me until that moment that just because I wasn’t going to get killed by a bullet didn’t mean I couldn’t get shot.  

“Idonis!”  Sanderson took a step past me, knowing that I was going to be ok, even if it hurt like bloody hell.  “Idonis, that’s enough.  Look, Mark is hurt.”

“For Christ’s sake, Sanderson.  Look what they’re doing.  Protecting this alien scum, the bastards who’ve been trying to kill us all!”  He started laughing, and turned back, swinging his arm and firing; he hit the guard in the head, and the man crumpled to the floor in a lifeless heap, his eyes wide with shock.  The other guard cried out and fired, but Idonis had already fired his second shot, and the guard screamed, dropped his gun, and then clutched at his bleeding shoulder.  A second shot silenced his screaming.
“You can’t get away with this; more agents are already on the way…”  The Prime Minister’s voice betrayed him, his words wavering slightly. 

“You can’t kill me.  You can try anything, send another hundred guards.”  Idonis shrugged casually, and pointed the gun at the Chaeaf’ga.  The Chaeaf’ga sat unflinching, staring right back at him.  “I will kill you.  But not yet.”  He threw the guns away to the corners of the room.  I saw the Prime Minster relax a fraction.  Sanderson tensed.  
“There’s something I want to know first,” Idonis continued.  “Why did you attack Parlong?”  His eyes, already bloodshot from lack of sleep, turned red around the edges, and his jaw clenched.  “Why did you kill my family?”  Despite the situation, I was curious, and glanced to the Chaeaf’ga.  

The alien replied in broken English.

“Were at war.  Strategic planet for moving towards Earth.” 
“That’s it?  You don’t have anything to say other than ‘were at war’?”  He mimicked the Chaeaf’ga odd, lilting inflections.

“Many mistakes, both sides.  Some my people want to continue fight.  Same, some of yours.  I want peace.  Your leader want peace.  Peace would be better.”  

“The hell it would.  What would be better is if you died screaming… if you feel what they felt.”  He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a small boxy laser pistol, which I recognised with a shudder.

“Sanderson, leave.  Now,” I said, and ran at Idonis.  He turned at the sound just in time for my fist to connect with his jaw.  He staggered back a few paces and then rubbed his face.  

“You too, Nightingale?”  He stared at me coldly.  “Joining this outfit was your idea.”

“Yeah, so we could be the best humanity had to offer.  Look at what you’ve done.”  I pointed at the dead guards collapsed at his feet.  “Do you think they deserved this any more than the people on Parlong did?” 

“You’ve gone soft.  What purpose is there for people like us in peace?  I thought you wanted to be a hero.”  He pointed the pistol at me. 

“Don’t be an idiot, you know that won’t work.”  

“Maybe not to kill you.”  He fired at my leg.  I dove out of the way as the cold blue laser bolt scored the wall in the corridor behind me, setting the wallpaper smoking. 

I scrambled towards the corner of the room, trying to reach one of Idonis’ discarded guns.  Idonis fired again, cutting the weapon in half.  I turned, running at him again, hoping that closing the distance would force him into a fist fight.  He let me reach him and struck out, hitting into my injured arm.  Blinding white stars of pain filled my vision, and then a blackness as a second pain struck my head and I fell to the floor.  

Through the fog of semi-consciousness, I heard muffled voices; then the sound of the laser discharging; and a scream.  Despite what that Machine had said, for a moment I was convinced that it was all over.  Then I realised it wasn’t me that had screamed.  

My vision cleared and I could see Sanderson draped over the Chaeaf’ga, her scarlet blood seeping into his once-white tunic; he shook her gently, saying something in his own language, his golden eyes searching for a sign of life in this small creature.
Idonis still had his pistol pointed at the alien, but his hand was shaking as if he had just woken up to find that a nightmare had followed him into the world.
I was lying next to one of the dead guards.  I snatched up their fallen weapon and shot Idonis twice; first in the arm, and then the leg.  He dropped the laser pistol and fell to the floor, silently still staring at Sanderson’s lifeless form.

“Why did she do that?”  He whispered, to nobody in particular.  “Why did she save him?”

“Because she was better than you.  She was the best of humanity.”  I dragged myself to my feet, pointed the pistol at Idonis’ head, and wondered if I could defy fate, defy the Machine. 

“Wait.”  The Chaeaf’ga stood, gently lifting Sanderson and placing her on the Prime Minister’s desk.  He even took the time to cross her arms over her chest in a sign of respect for the dead.  “This one would kill me, and stop peace.  This other saved me.”  He turned to the Prime Minister.  “Our talks will continue, but I would have this other stand trial on Ch’arekthis for his crime.”

“If he is found guilty?”  The Prime Minister ventured, trying to ignore Sanderson bleeding on his desk. 
“Life imprisonment on the Eajusta-tahla, a prison ship that orbits one of the outer moons.”

The Prime Minster nodded.

Idonis turned to me, eyes pleading. 
“Don’t let them take me, Nightingale.  Please, kill me.” 

I aimed the gun precisely between his eyes, and tightened my finger on the trigger, considering.  I let it go and lowered the gun.  

“We are the Immortals.  We serve humanity.  We can’t be killed.”  I lashed out, hitting him with the butt of the pistol and he fell unconscious.  I saluted to the Prime Minster, the diplomat, and then kissed Sanderson goodbye, tears in my eyes.  I gave Idonis a kick for good measure on the way out.  “Enjoy your immortality.”  

