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    PART ONE 
 
    THE VISION 
 
      
 
    -1- 
 
      
 
    Jon Hawkins hunched at his desk, scribbling madly, drawing squares, circles, oblongs, lines, triangles, pentagons and other symbols intersecting with one another in a seemingly random jumble. 
 
    He halted, sat up and tilted the page to the left. His blue eyes shone intently. He nodded as his lips thinned. 
 
    Setting that page aside onto a pile of other drawings, he took a fresh sheet and began the process all over again. He scribbled with frenzied intensity. Sweat dripped from his forehead, and he made odd sounds in the back of his throat. 
 
    This was finally starting to make sense to him. 
 
    Jon Hawkins was no ordinary mortal in the Confederation of intelligent species that had banded together against the Death Machines here in the far Orion Spiral Arm of the galaxy. The enemy robot ships had exterminated thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of races, starting approximately 20,000 years ago in the galactic core. The last was data learned from the Sisters of Enoy energy-beings. They, at least, had been fighting the murderous robots for that long. 
 
    Jon paused in his scribbling, taking a breath. Then he hunched again, writing and drawing madly. 
 
    Jon was in his late forties, lean with dirty blond, brush-cut hair sticking straight up. He had lines in his face, a hard face that had begun in New London Dome on Titan, the largest moon of Saturn. He’d grown up in the lower levels, in the gangs, rising to become a bone-breaking enforcer. Sentenced to die because he’d slain a police officer, Jon had won a reprieve through Colonel Nathan Graham. The man had purchased a young Jon off death row for employment in a mercenary outfit. 
 
    After a few years, Jon had become a Black Anvil officer-cadet, fighting near Neptune as they’d been hired to help against the invading Solar League. The Neptunians had lost, and Jon had been captured and stuffed in a stasis unit for transport to Earth. That’s when the first AI cybership had struck from deep space, transmitting a virus to every computer around Neptune. Jon had woken up in the stasis unit as the warship tried to murder him and the last survivors of the initial electronic spacing. That moment had been the embryo of humanity’s struggle against the Death Machines. Jon had led a successful counterattack, capturing the AI cybership and defeating other AI assaults. Eventually, Jon led humanity’s exploration and assault against the AI Dominion, saving and recruiting several alien species. That had expanded the Confederation to where it stood today: a forty-some light-year bubble around Earth. 
 
    During the last mission, three years ago, Jon had traveled 162 light-years through the void, defeating a cosmic entity Cronus and the AI machine, Main 54. There, as Jon had once promised Bast Banbeck, he’d rescued some Sacerdotes, saving the species from extinction. 
 
    The trouble today had stared at the end of the mission. His mind had felt the touch of Cronus. The mind-tendril touch...appeared to have produced a three-year delayed result. 
 
    In his ready room aboard the Void Ship Nathan Graham, Jon drew circles, squares and lines amidst frantic mathematical calculations. 
 
    Last night, after his latest nightmare— 
 
    A panting, parched Jon picked up a slender container, unscrewed the cap and guzzled water until it was empty. He hurled the container from him. Then, he used his right wrist to wipe his lips, picked up the pen and scribbled even faster than before. He filled up this sheet in short order, swiftly setting it on top of the others. 
 
    He grabbed a fresh sheet and started drawing again. This time, he made circles, bigger and bigger circles over smaller ones. He laughed grimly as he did this. 
 
    Oh, yes, oh, yes indeed. He was beginning to see how one could achieve it all. It wouldn’t be easy. Hell, no, it would be the hardest thing he’d ever done. But he would— 
 
    A hatch slid up, breaking his concentration. 
 
    Jon’s drawing hand froze. He scowled as his head snapped up to see who had disobeyed his clear orders to stay away. 
 
    His wife, Gloria Hawkins, entered the ready room. She was petite, dark-haired and with darker skin than his, as she was a Martian and a mentalist. She was also quite beautiful with her brown eyes. Those eyes now studied him with concern. 
 
    “Jon,” she said. 
 
    “Can’t you see I’m busy?” he snapped. “I have to get this down before I forget it.” 
 
    The concern in her eyes deepened. “You’ve been in here over eighteen hours. You need to take a break, to sleep.” 
 
    “I can’t sleep. It’s here,” he said, using the pen to tap his forehead. “It came to me last night in a dream. It all made sense. It finally made sense. That’s why I dashed in here and gave my orders. I’ve been writing furiously since waking up.” 
 
    Gloria eyed the stack of papers on the edge of the desk. “Can I take a look at what you’ve written?” 
 
    “No!” he shouted. “I have to get it all down first so it makes sense. Don’t you understand? This is the answer to the war. It’s here, Gloria. I’ve finally cracked it.” 
 
    She hesitated and then slowly approached the desk. 
 
    He glared at her. Then, he hunched over the paper and started drawing again, using his new—or mad—calculations. 
 
    Gloria watched him work. She stepped closer and peered at the page. The concern in her eyes deepened once more. She frowned, cocked her head— 
 
    Jon grabbed the completed page and slapped it on the rest, a large pile. He grabbed another new sheet and continued scribbling. This time, he used squiggles. He made a mass of squiggles to the left of the page, to the right— 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said. 
 
    His head whipped up. His forehead was wet with sweat and his eyes shone with eerie intensity. 
 
    “Oh, Jon,” she said. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “I almost have it. I can explain it to you once I’m done.” 
 
    She stared into his eyes. 
 
    He snarled like an animal and began drawing once more. He wrote faster and faster, slapping this page onto the rest. He reached for another sheet— 
 
    His hand dropped onto the fresh pile of paper. With an act of will, he opened his other hand, releasing the pen. He thumped back against his chair, exhaling loudly. 
 
    “I did it,” he told her. 
 
    “You’ll explain it now?” 
 
    He yawned excessively so his jaw popped. “I…can’t…” he said, his eyelids drooping. He creaked forward, crossed his arms on the desk and laid his head on his arms. He closed his eyes and started to snore. 
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    “Oh, Bast, I don’t know what to say. I don’t know who to turn to.” 
 
    The huge Sacerdote frowned at Gloria. Bast Banbeck had gotten fat these last three years. He’d also gotten married to a Sacerdote wife. 
 
    Bast was a green-skinned alien, over seven feet tall and with Neanderthal features and a thick mop of black hair. He was a genius, having helped fashion the first anti-AI virus. He led the team of Sacerdotes and humans trying to figure out the exotic and extraterrestrial Subspace Teleport Device they’d looted from Cronus at the end of the fight 162 light-years from Earth. So far, none of them had any luck at figuring out how the thing operated or how to duplicate more of them. It had proven to be a dead-end project. 
 
    Bast had come aboard the Nathan Graham, which was in orbit around Saturn. He’d come at Gloria’s urgent request. 
 
    They were in a science chamber devoid of equipment and people. Gloria had a thick sheaf of papers bound in a folder in her lap. She’d taken the pages Jon had written. 
 
    “Here,” she said, putting the sheaf of papers on a lab table between them. 
 
    With thick-fingered hands, Bast picked up the folder. He opened it and began to page through the sheets. He frowned as his lips pushed outward in a simian manner. 
 
    “Scribbles,” Bast said. “You might even call these doodles. What do they mean?” 
 
    “Jon wrote them,” Gloria said. “He penned them in eighteen hours of frenzy.” 
 
    “Was he speaking to someone via a comm unit as he did it? Some people doodle as they speak to others.” 
 
    “No. He said this was the answer to the war.” 
 
    Bast blinked ponderously. “How?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re the genius. You tell me.” 
 
    Bast noted her desperation, but he shook his head. “You’re a Martian mentalist. What does your logic tell you?” 
 
    Gloria’s features almost crumpled into tears as her lower lip quivered. “Oh, Bast, I think the strain of command and responsibility is breaking him. I think the contact with Cronus, or the particle of Cronus, has echoed in his mind the last three years. Some of the things he’s said, the dreams—nightmares—he has. They all point to Cronus as the culprit.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Bast. “I see.” 
 
    “Do you?” Gloria cried in anguish. 
 
    Bast nodded somberly. “Jon still runs the Confederation. If others think he has gone mad—” 
 
    “I didn’t say that!” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” Bast said gently. “That’s why you’ve shown me these. They’re meaningless doodles.” 
 
    “Are you certain? Or are we too dense to understand what Jon means by all this?” 
 
    Once more, Bast pursed his simian lips as he frowned more heavily. He examined one page after another. He tried to view them as an academic mystery. The doodles, the new math… The big Neanderthal-like alien cocked his head. Maybe if he looked at these as alien hieroglyphics… 
 
    He chewed on the inside of one cheek. He paged through more of these. With uncommon swiftness, a headache sprung forth, throbbing in his frontal lobe. 
 
    Bast shoved the papers back into the folder and closed the flap. He thumped the pile onto the science table and pushed it toward Gloria. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    Bast massaged his forehead. The ache in his mind continued to throb. His eyesight blurred. He closed his eyes and massaged his forehead harder. Slowly, the pain resided. 
 
    He opened his eyes to find Gloria examining him closely. 
 
    “What just happened?” she asked. 
 
    “Looking at his scribbles gave me a headache.” 
 
    “Interesting. Why do you think that happened?” 
 
    “Worry for Jon.” 
 
    “No. I want the real reason,” Gloria said. 
 
    Bast stared at her, at her intensity, and the headache resumed. He turned from her and held up a hand. “Please.” 
 
    “What did I do?” 
 
    “You’re too—wound up,” he said. 
 
    Gloria fell silent. 
 
    After several seconds, Bast regarded her again. Her small shoulders were hunched forward as she tapped her elfin chin. 
 
    “You have a theory?” he asked. 
 
    “Shhh,” she said. “Let me think this through.” 
 
    Time passed until Bast became restless. To relieve the tedium and perhaps test a theory, he reached for the folder of papers. He noticed Gloria as she watched him. He picked up the folder, opened it and began to leaf through the papers. His head did not begin to hurt. What had caused the pain the first time? 
 
    Ah, Bast had an idea. He started looking at the pages as if they were alien writing, as if he could understand them. 
 
    He closed the folder quickly and shoved them across to Gloria again. 
 
    “Pain?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “You did something deliberate,” she said. 
 
    Bast explained about how he looked at them as if they were a mystery he could solve, an alien riddle. 
 
    “Oh, Bast,” Gloria said. “I knew there was a reason why I asked for you. This is incredible.” 
 
    “Jon’s not insane,” Bast said with realization. 
 
    Gloria hiccupped as tears welled in her eyes. Her comm unit buzzed. She took it from a pocket and put it to her right ear, listening. The happiness departed her from features. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said solemnly, putting the unit away. 
 
    “Trouble?” Bast asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, grabbing the folder. She turned sharply, heading for the hatch. She halted as the hatch opened, looking back at him over her left shoulder. “Come on, Bast, hurry. Jon—” 
 
    Tears welled in her eyes again. 
 
    Bast hurried indeed. Jon Hawkins was the greatest human he knew. It sounded as if Jon was in trouble. If there were anything Bast could do to help the man, he most certainly would try. 
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    The Nathan Graham Void Ship had begun existence as an AI cybership. That meant it was one-hundred kilometers long, fashioned in a cylindrical shape. In the beginning, it had possessed an AI brain-core in the center of the vessel. 
 
    Lieutenant Jon Hawkins and Black Anvil mercenaries had stormed the cybership, fighting to the brain-core and destroying it, claiming the pirated ship as their own. Jon had rechristened the vessel, naming it the Nathan Graham. In time, they had refashioned it into a void ship, giving it a different hull, engines and a reality booster so it could enter and travel through the terrible void of howling nonexistence that lay between everything. 
 
    The long, large corridors stretched throughout the Nathan Graham. Today, a lone figure sprinted along a central corridor. He wore running shorts and shoes, and nothing else. It was Jon, and he ran strongly and swiftly, his muscled chest rising and falling in rhythm to his swinging arms. Sweat dripped from him. His eyes seemed glazed and yet haunted, his features in a rictus of fear. 
 
    He gave no notice to the people he passed. All of them wore Confederation uniforms. Some stared in shock. A few women noted his admirable physique. Two hailed him. Jon ignored them totally, continuing to sprint as if his life depended upon it. It was as if he couldn’t tell any of them were there. 
 
    He sprinted, and now, he lowered his head. The fear on his face became stark and his smooth rhythm faltered as if he was exhausted. 
 
    “No,” he growled. “Never.” 
 
    He ran smoothly again as he clenched his teeth in determination. He would not quit. He would not stop until he’d slain the enemy or until he was dead. He would never surrender. He would never give up. He’d learned that lesson a long time ago in the lower levels of New London Dome. He’d been weaker and thinner than many other kids. But even with broken bones he would continue to fight, to slug his oppressors. 
 
    The fear frozen onto his face— 
 
    Jon ran around a bend in the corridor, and he heard a strange whine. It came from overhead—no, to his left over his shoulder. He had played an ancient game called football before. Colonel Nathan Graham had taught it to his officer-cadets. They had played on a large field on artificial grass. Jon had gone out for a long bomb, and he’d sprinted with all his might. He remembered hearing the footsteps of his chasing opponent. Then, he’d looked up at the lights in the auditorium. He’d seen the football rocketing toward him. The colonel as quarterback had thrown the pass. That football hung up there even as it rocketed toward him. Jon had stared over his left shoulder, seeing that football come for him. It had been a surreal moment. He knew that ball would reach him. He knew he loved this moment of time, running flat out with the pass coming for him. And then, the moment passed as the football flew over his left shoulder and into his waiting arms. He clutched the football to him and sprinted ahead of his opponent, crossing the line and scoring a touchdown. 
 
    Oh, how he’d loved that moment. 
 
    But… the whine came from an air-car. He wasn’t in the auditorium from years ago. He was in a cybership corridor and that air-car held two occupants. A cybership was so large that they used air-cars as fast transportation from one part of the vessel to another. 
 
    What did the air-car want with him? Did it hold robotic octopoids? 
 
    Jon squinted over his left shoulder. There was a tiny woman and a large Sacerdote in the front seat. The tiny woman—Gloria piloted the air-car. 
 
    That was his wife. 
 
    What was she doing—? 
 
    Oh. She’d come to give him a lift. She must realize the urgency of the matter. She must know that unless he reached the bridge of the void ship, the Confederation would perish under a massive AI assault. 
 
    Despite his fear that this was an AI trap, Jon slowed his sprint until he came to a halt. He put his hands on his knees and sucked air in great heaving gasps. The sweat pouring from him felt glorious. It was so good to sprint like that. It was so good to exercise and use his strength. That was the essence of life. 
 
    The air-car landed beside him. His wife climbed over the side and dashed to him. She was so small, so fragile and beautiful. He must do everything he could to protect her from the great menace against Life. 
 
    “Jon,” she said, crashing against him and hugging him despite the sweat pouring off him. 
 
    “Here now,” he said, prying her from him. “We can’t stop. You have to take me to the bridge.” 
 
    The front of her uniform was damp from his sweat as she stared at him. “You’re lucid.” 
 
    He frowned. “Of course, I’m lucid. Why would you say that?” 
 
    Bast Banbeck approached ponderously. 
 
    Jon was astonished. “What happened to you? You’re…” He trailed off in the interest of social grace. 
 
    The Sacerdote’s face was scrunched in worry. “Do you feel well, Jon?” 
 
    Bast’s voice did something to Jon. He stepped back from his wife and back from the fat Sacerdote. This was a trick, a trap. He reached to his side to draw his gun, but his hand came up empty. 
 
    Jon stared at his hand in surprise. He looked to his side and saw he wore soaked running shorts and shoes. He wasn’t in uniform and he did not possess a firearm. He looked up at the other two. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” Jon demanded. 
 
    Gloria’s mouth dropped open. She seemed unable to speak. 
 
    “You’ve been running down the main corridor for over an hour,” Bast said. “At the speed you were going, you shouldn’t be able to stand.” 
 
    The big alien’s words—Jon felt his exhaustion then. He hadn’t before this. Something had driven him. Something—his eyes rolled up as the extreme exhaustion claimed his body. He simply collapsed as he fainted dead away. 
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    Three days passed as Jon lay unconscious on a hospital cot in Medical aboard the Nathan Graham. 
 
    Twice, Gloria attempted to wake him by gently shaking him. It hadn’t worked, though. 
 
    “Is he in a coma?” she asked the doctor in charge. 
 
    “No,” the doctor, a tall woman with auburn hair, said. 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    The doctor peered at Jon, shaking her head. “I don’t know. He should regain consciousness. It’s as if…he can’t or refuses to awaken.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Neither do I. The brainwave activity shows he is awake. Yet, he just lies there.” 
 
    “He can hear us?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Given his brainwave activity, I would say he should be able to. Yet, given his reactions to us calling him, I have to say no.” 
 
    Gloria peered at her husband. She had to do something soon. Word about his odd behavior was leaking out. How long would Jon maintain his hold on the Confederation if people thought he’d gone mad? Yet, was he going crazy? 
 
    “High brainwave activity?” asked Gloria. 
 
    “I can show you the chart.” 
 
    “Yes, please do.” 
 
    After the chart confirmed the doctor’s words, Gloria knew what she had to do. Jon might not agree to such a procedure, but the pages in the folder demanded an answer. Why had they caused a headache in Bast Banbeck? The Sacerdote had attempted to read them one more time. Bast had vomited this time because he’d refused to give up right away. 
 
    “I won’t do that again,” Bast had told her. 
 
    “Did you learn anything from them?” 
 
    Bast had taken his time answering. “If I were superstitious, I would say the pages are a complex magic spell. But given I’m a scientist… I don’t know. The effect of reading the pages is weird, just plain weird.” 
 
    After debating with herself, Gloria went to the New Bristol Dome on Titan. She headed for the XT Institute and spoke to Red Demeter, the sole Seiner on the staff. 
 
    As a Seiner, Red Demeter was an alien and a telepath. She’d worked against humanity once. All the Seiners had screwed with humanity, but that had changed the past few years after Jon figured out how to use them in the Confederation. 
 
    Red Demeter wore a pseudo-human disguise while speaking with Gloria. The suit made her seem the size of an average human, thus bigger than Gloria. Red Demeter had smooth dark pseudo-skin and darker hair. The eyes were shiftier than the average human’s. In the past, Red Demeter would have used telepathy to mask that from people. 
 
    “How may I help you, Mentalist?” 
 
    Gloria told her. 
 
    “No, I cannot do that,” Red Demeter said. “I have sworn to refrain from—” 
 
    “This is an emergency,” Gloria said, interrupting. “You owe Jon for what he did for the last Seiners. Many of us wanted to exterminate you and yours, but Jon wouldn’t let them. He said we needed Seiners for the Great War.” 
 
    Those shifty, twitchy eyes stared at Gloria. It was like having a reptilian beast watch you while it considered striking. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Red Demeter said at last. “The question is, when?” 
 
    “Now,” Gloria said. 
 
    “The doctor agreed to this?” 
 
    “Are you reading my mind?” 
 
    “I would not have asked you if I were doing that.” 
 
    “You might—as a means of throwing me off.” 
 
    Red Demeter waited. 
 
    “The doctor is aboard the Nathan Graham. Her agreement won’t be an issue.” 
 
    “Meaning you’re in command while Jon is under?” 
 
    “On the Nathan Graham, people will do what I say.” 
 
    “Which isn’t an answer,” Red Demeter said. 
 
    “If you think about it, it is.” 
 
    “I suppose. Let’s go then and get it over with.” 
 
    The two left the XT Institute, landing on the Nathan Graham in orbit around Saturn. 
 
    Soon enough, Gloria brought Red Demeter to Medical and the tall doctor. 
 
    “Are there any changes?” asked Gloria. 
 
    “None,” the doctor said. “What is a Seiner doing here?” 
 
    “You must realize what I intend,” Gloria said. 
 
    The doctor nodded stiffly. “I’m officially lodging a protest.” 
 
    “I understand,” Gloria said. “You’re covering yourself in case anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “Should we wait for Walleye?” the doctor asked. 
 
    It was Red Demeter’s turn to stiffen as she faced Gloria. “You didn’t say anything about the mutant being here.” 
 
    “A simple precaution,” Gloria said. “Jon will feel better for us having taken it. Walleye will stay in the other room, though.” 
 
    Red Demeter stood perfectly still. “I’m considering refusing to do this.” 
 
    “Listen, both of you,” Gloria said. “You’ve made your protest, Doctor, and you’re offended, Red Demeter. But this is Jon Hawkins, the most important person in the Confederation. We have to ascertain the state of his mental health. We have to know what’s bothering him. Now, if we could just get on with it, please.” 
 
    “Walleye isn’t aboard the void ship,” Red Demeter said in surprise. “And no, I didn’t look in your mind to know that. I’ve deduced it. Why say that he is then?” 
 
    Gloria debated with herself, finally saying, “Because you fear him.” 
 
    “I see. After all I’ve done, you still don’t trust Seiners, do you?” 
 
    “You’re here, aren’t you?” Gloria said. 
 
    “Which only shows your desperation and worry for your husband,” Red Demeter said. “You were right earlier. Let us get on with it. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Doctor,” Gloria said, “if you’ll please monitor his brainwave activity…” 
 
    The tall doctor nodded, going to a machine and manipulating its panel. “Ready,” she said. 
 
    Gloria nodded to Red Demeter. 
 
    The Seiner moved closer to the med-cot. She spread her hands so they hovered over a prone Jon Hawkins. Red Demeter closed her eyes the better to concentrate. She bit her lower lip and hunched her shoulders. 
 
    Gloria watched the alien closely. She had a tiny blaster in her pocket. If she thought Red Demeter was injuring Jon, she wouldn’t hesitate to shoot and kill. 
 
    “His brain activity has increased,” the doctor said. 
 
    Red Demeter groaned, swaying from side to side. 
 
    “The brainwaves—” the doctor said. 
 
    Red Demeter threw back her head and howled like an insane wolf baying at a blood moon. She howled a second time as she crouched. Then, catapulting backward, she leapt away from the cot, flying through the air and landing on her back. With a grunt, her eyes flew open. Her fingers tore at her face, tearing at the human disguise to show fine blue fish-scales underneath. Red Demeter panted, and with deliberation, pulled her hands from her face. 
 
    With the face disguise in shreds, Red Demeter turned to stare at Gloria. 
 
    The Martian mentalist had the tiny blaster in her right hand, aimed at the Seiner. 
 
    Red Demeter shook her head. “Did you know that would happen to me?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The horror…” Red Demeter said. “The horror lurking in his mind is evil beyond understanding. I recognize the patterns. Cronus torments your husband.” 
 
    “No,” Gloria said. “That’s impossible. Cronus is dead. The spirit, or ‘particle,’ of Cronus—the Kames rep slew it three years ago. I was there. I saw it happen.” 
 
    Red Demeter shook her head once more. “The thing is coiled in his mind. He’s fighting it. I don’t understand how he can. I don’t know how anyone could remain sane with that in his mind. The evil echoes and whispers, but Jon shouts it down. He defiantly laughs at the Cronus remnant, promising it will die hideously if it keeps it up.” 
 
    “But the Kames rep slew the remnant particle of Cronus,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Speak to the rep if you must,” Red Demeter said. “He desperately needs help. I can’t give it to him, as I’m not strong enough to willingly go back into his mind. I never want to feel that evil again. It’s too much for me. It should be too much for him. I…I think I understand something about his willpower that I never knew before. Your husband is not like the rest of us. He’s driven beyond what I can comprehend.” 
 
    Gloria turned worried eyes upon her husband. “Oh, Jon,” she said, stepping to the cot and stroking a cheek. 
 
    “I must leave,” Red Demeter said. 
 
    “Why the hurry?” asked Gloria. 
 
    “I don’t want to be here when Jon wakes up,” the Seiner said. “He’s controlling it for now. If he should fail…” 
 
    Gloria stared down at her husband, her heart going out to him. Was Red Demeter correct? How was the Cronus particle alive? Why had it waited three years to strike like this? 
 
    “Watch him, Doctor,” Gloria said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can with the Kames rep.” 
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    Several hours later in the Medical chamber, Gloria waited impatiently as the Kames rep, Sarah Hodges, studied her husband. 
 
    Sarah was ninety-seven years old, slow, small, with wrinkled skin and gray hair. She was a representative of the Kames. The Kames were rocklike aliens from Sigma Draconis, groupthink extraterrestrials that were all linked telepathically with each other. A few humans with the right mindset had trained hard and been trained even harder by the Kames. These few humans like Sarah could mind-link with the groupthink Kames and spoke as a representative of the aliens. 
 
    Three years ago, Jon had slain Lugo Malagate, a Kames rep. But the man had been possessed by Cronus at the time. Thus, the Kames had forgiven Jon for an otherwise unforgiveable act. Whatever anyone did to a Kames rep, one did to the Kames race, and they were a proud species, concerned for their dignity. 
 
    Sarah stepped closer and closer, reaching Jon and wrapping warm hands around his right forearm. She leaned over as best she could, peering at his face. 
 
    Jon stirred, and his eyelids flickered. 
 
    “Wake up,” Sarah said softly. “You must speak to me.” 
 
    Jon stirred once more. 
 
    Sarah grunted, as her head bent lower. She groaned as if she had a stomach cramp. “Jon,” she said in a low voice. “Jon Hawkins, I bid you to wake up.” 
 
    He didn’t wake, and the stirring stopped. 
 
    Sarah groaned once more, and she abruptly released his arm, staggering back. 
 
    Gloria caught the old woman. 
 
    “Enough of that,” Sarah said, straightening and turning. “No one helps a Kames rep to stand. It is an outrage.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean any disrespect,” Gloria said. “I thought, in fact, that it would be deemed disrespectful to let the rep fall down without trying to help.” 
 
    Sarah studied Gloria, nodding at last. “You speak honestly. I appreciate that. I will forgive your breach because it was committed honorably for Kames honor.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Gloria said. “Can you tell me what’s wrong with my husband?” 
 
    Sarah Hodges nodded. “I speak as the Kames. There is no Cronus particle in his mind. The Seiner misspoke. There is Cronus residue left, however. It has echoed in your husband’s mind, gaining strength with every rebound. I suspect Cronus set it up that way. In a manner of speaking, the echo is using your husband against himself.” 
 
    “Red Demeter felt evil.” 
 
    “The Cronus residue is incredibly evil. I have spoken to Jon in his mind. It is up to him now if he can abolish the echo. If he fails, he will become progressively insane. I suggest you slay him now and be done with it.” 
 
    “What?” Gloria demanded. 
 
    “The echo has grown powerful. I barely contained it. That means I barely kept it from starting an echo in the Kames. That would have meant the end of the Confederation, as we would eventually use our power for evil. Luckily, we would all suicide before that happened. The Kames will not allow anyone to taint us. I’m surprised Jon has resisted the growing echo this long. The bad news is that his resistance has given it time to grow powerful.” 
 
    “What about the papers he wrote?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you mean.” 
 
    Gloria explained it. 
 
    “Interesting,” Sarah said. “I would have to examine them. But, it is possible the headache means they’re unreadable by any sane person. That is a pity, as maybe Cronus knew a truth that could help us. The more likely possibility is that the Cronus echo—” 
 
    “I thought it was Jon’s echo.” 
 
    “Please do not interrupt me, as that shows contempt for the Kames.” 
 
    Gloria bowed her head as if contrite. 
 
    “Probably, the knowledge is evil and would have led to worse things,” Sarah said. “Forget about what he’s written. Burn the papers.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Gloria murmured. 
 
    Sarah Hodges shrugged. “I have given my advice. I’m done here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kames. I appreciate your time and effort.” 
 
    Sarah made an elaborate gesture and headed for the exit. 
 
    Gloria turned back to the cot in time to witness the most hideous, the most sinister smile she’d ever seen. Jon made it with his eyes closed. Then, he groaned from deep within his belly. At that point, he began to twitch and shake and sweat profusely. He panted, shook harder and then abruptly stopped breathing. 
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    In Jon’s mind, in the blink of an eye, a strange drama unfolded between one breath and the next one that did not come. Was the drama a vision? Was it from a different timeline? Jon could not tell, as he dreamt this in one sense and yet, and yet, it was something more than a mere dream. 
 
    The Kames had fiddled with his mind, and combined with the Cronus echo, it produced a visionary sensation of a possibility, a way events could move if humanity took a certain approach to the problems at hand. 
 
    In this vision, Gloria spoke to Jon. They soaked up rays on a beach in Maui on Earth. Jon lay on a beach towel as the surf struck the pristine shore. Gloria lay beside him on her own towel. She was a babe in her red bikini. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Gloria began. She turned his way and raised dark shades. 
 
    “Yeah?” asked Jon. He wore dark sunglasses as well, with his hands behind his head. It showed off his triceps and biceps to good effect. 
 
    Gloria smiled at the sight of them. 
 
    “You were saying?” he asked. 
 
    She lay back on her towel. “We got lucky against Main 54. We got lucky against Cronus.” 
 
    “Luck helps.” 
 
    Gloria nodded. “It wasn’t only luck. I’m not saying that. What I mean… We keep blundering from one thing to another. I think Richard Torres might have had a good idea.” 
 
    “Richard?” asked Jon. Richard Torres had kept a tame Cog Primus around, an AI brain-core, so they could figure out what other brain-cores would think and do. It had ended in a disaster. 
 
    “Richard caused us some heartache,” Gloria said. 
 
    “He did a lot more than that.” 
 
    “Richard hurt us, but he was onto something with his idea. We have to start outthinking the AIs. The realities of space combat demand it.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “You have a point. One day of travel in hyperspace means one light-year in distance. There are no exceptions. That’s what gives us such a great advantage with our void ships. But if we could predict where an AI fleet would be before we had to go and check, it would save us time and effort.” 
 
    “I doubt we could ever perfectly predict their actions,” Gloria said. “But knowing how they think about a situation would help us tremendously.” 
 
    “We do know how they think. They believe in destroying all Life.” 
 
    “Jon, I have a better way to do this.” 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    Gloria explained about a huge ship with AI brain-cores, with regular computers and a specially trained team of Martian mentalists. The entire focus of the ship would be in predicting what the enemy AIs or brain-cores would do next. They would have incomplete information at first. But as the war progressed, they would gain more and more data about the enemy. Everything Confederation scout ships learned would enter the databanks and go through docile AI brain-cores. What would they do in such a situation? Then, the regular computers and the mentalist team could think and analyze the new data yet again. 
 
    “It would help if we had a Kames rep aboard such a vessel,” Jon said. “That would cut down on the need for message ships reaching it.” 
 
    The key to the idea was this: A Kames or a Kames rep could know a thought from another mind-linked entity. Thus, a Kames or Kames rep aboard Gloria’s special ship could know the thought of a Kames on Sigma Draconis, say. That meant instant communication between Kames. The range seemed to be something under one hundred light-years. Such instant communication could give the Confederation a decisive advantage over the enemy robots. 
 
    “Yes,” Gloria said. “The ship would need a Kames rep aboard. What do you think about the idea?” 
 
    Jon lay on the beach in Maui. What he thought about it—the answer came several years later in the Epsilon Eridani System, as the Cassandra become reality. The name, though...was that a good idea? 
 
    In ancient Greek myth, Cassandra had accurately foretold the future. The problem was that no one had ever believed her. 
 
    Would Jon believe Gloria’s team when they told him something he didn’t want to hear? 
 
    The siege-ship-sized Cassandra was about to be become an operational vessel. The grand event took place in the Epsilon Eridani System. Said star system was a mere 10.5 light-years from Earth. Epsilon Eridani—the star—was smaller and less massive than the Sun, Spectral Class K2 and thus having an orange hue. 
 
    Jon Hawkins had gained the star system from Cog Primus many years ago. The system was part of the Confederation and contained factory planets: automated robot factories that churned out war materiel around the clock. 
 
    In this case, the Confederation finally had its own siege-ship, a vessel as large as Earth’s Moon. That wasn’t completely accurate, though. It would have been better to say that the Confederation had its first Luna-sized ship. A siege-ship was a direct military vessel, meant for toe-to-toe slugging matches with PD or point defense cannons, gravitational cannons and masses of XVT matter/antimatter missiles. 
 
    The Cassandra was as big as an AI siege-ship. Its function was radically different. The Cassandra had heavy armor, possessed PD cannons, grav dishes and could launch an impressive number of XVT missiles. It could surely defeat up to ten or so one-hundred-kilometer long cyberships. But it was not considered a Confederation combat vessel. The armor and armaments were so it could take care of itself in a pinch, not wade into space battle with the enemy. 
 
    It was to be the home to Gloria Hawkins’s Special Analytic Team, the majority of them being Martian mentalists like herself. Gloria wouldn’t be the captain. A Martian named Luis Garcia would have that honor, and he was a commodore. 
 
    While the Cassandra had armor and armaments, most of it held computers, hundreds and hundreds of kilometers of computers. Interestingly, the vessel also contained captured AI brain-cores torn from defeated cyberships. 
 
    The final additions to the ship were completed. The tugs had towed it from its skeletal construction shell. Now, the Cassandra was in the process of receiving its crew. The Analytic Team would deploy two weeks later after a successful maiden voyage. 
 
    Jon had come to the christening. He would give a speech— 
 
    The vision ended here as another one began. Jon still hadn’t taken his next breath while lying on the med-cot. In his dreams, his visions, he saw paths, ways and possibilities. It was the Kames’ gift to him, hopefully allowing him somehow to defeat the Cronus echo that was trying to suborn his will for evil. 
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    In the ongoing vision, showing a different time and place, a black AI cybership slid out of hyperspace 74,382 AUs from the Allamu System star. 
 
    The system was 17.2 light-years from Earth and part of the Confederation. The Allamu System was noted for being the first extraterrestrial conquest of the Human Race and a key to its growing industrial base. Humanity and the Confederation needed a massive industrial base if they hoped to keep defeating AI fleets. 
 
    The Cassandra had already determined that the AI Dominion would start sending truly massive fleets to wipe out the Confederation. According to data, the AIs loathed and possibly feared Life species that attacked and reconquered AI-won star systems. 
 
    That being the case, the Allamu System was a centerpiece in the fast-expanding Confederation industrial base. The key to the system was more factory planets. 
 
    The black one-hundred-kilometer robot stealth cybership had negligible velocity. In essence, it drifted in the system’s Oort cloud, making it harder to spot. 
 
    The drifting cybership used passive sensors to study its surroundings and study the enemy. Every indication showed that nothing had detected its exit from hyperspace. 
 
    After 189 hours—the brain-core was making sure about this—a huge bay door opened at the front of the cybership. 
 
    The clandestine mission vessel possessed an interior, ninety-kilometer railgun. Firing the railgun was the cybership’s main function. In its case, the vessel had been built around the firing mechanism. 
 
    The railgun was essentially a rail or a long metal rod. The projectile needed to be conductive so electromagnetic force could flow through it. The railgun used a pair of parallel conductors—or rails—along which a sliding armature would be accelerated by the electromagnetic effects of the current that flowed down one rail, into the armature and then back along the other rail.  
 
    In this case, the utility of that would be in vastly accelerating the projectile without any exhaust showing and thus giving away the object to watching enemy sensors. A railgun was the perfect launcher for a stealth entry vehicle into an enemy system. 
 
    The brain-core aimed its cybership at where the Jovian planet Irkalla would be in 368 days. 
 
    The gas giant Irkalla orbited the Allamu star between the Inner and Outer Systems. Its orbit defined both. The gas giant possessed several recently built cloud cities in its upper atmosphere. Secretly reaching the cloud cities was the projectile’s purpose. 
 
    The giant railgun inside the cybership activated. A large metal arm at the rear of the cybership picked up and set a large black-ice capsule onto the railgun. A metal skeletal frame surrounded the molded iceberg. The metal would be the armature that allowed the railgun’s electromagnetic force to propel it to great velocity. 
 
    The seconds ticked down as the brain-core made its final adjustments. Then, electromagnetic force surged through the first rail. The skeletal frame of metal holding the black ice picked up terrific speed, sliding along the rails. The velocity increased along the entire ninety kilometers of rail, ejecting the combination object from the cybership. 
 
    A minute pulse caused the skeletal frame to begin unlatching. Small explosives ejected the metal frame from the molded black ice. The metal pieces drifted, no longer needed. 
 
    Now began the long journey of the molded black ice as it headed for its destination. 
 
    The brain-core in the cybership observed the black iceberg for thirteen hours longer. Everything was going as planned. Thus, it was time to leave the star system. 
 
    Side jets activated and rotated the one-hundred-kilometer stealth vessel. Once it had the correct direction, the vessel expelled gravity waves, slowing until the cybership stopped and then just as slowly gaining velocity in the other direction. The hyperspace engines switched on, and the stealth ship slid back into hyperspace, heading for home to report. 
 
    Meanwhile, the black ice capsule, cylindrical and of considerable size, continued its silent journey. It was cold, dark and emitted no radiation. That made it invisible to the Confederation sensors that continuously swept space. 
 
    For 310 days, the black iceberg traveled at its great velocity, crossing the majority of the 74,382 AUs. On the 311th day, the black as night and cold as space object began stealthily slowing. 
 
    In time, the black iceberg drifted, having reached the Allamu Outer System. It continued drifting as it headed to its rendezvous with the Gas Giant Irkalla. 
 
    Irkalla was a beautiful Jovian world, a stark blue like Neptune. Its radius was nine times that of Earth. It only had one-eighth Earth’s density, but with its greater volume, it was over 95 times as massive. The core was of iron-nickel and rock, surrounded by a deep layer of metallic hydrogen. The intermediate layer was liquid hydrogen and liquid helium. Last was the outer gaseous layer. 
 
    In the outer gaseous layer were several floating cloud cities, built from the industrial output of the main factory planet that was in the Allamu Inner System. The cities rested on giant, metallic balloons, forever bobbing along in the poisonous air-currents. The cities housed political, military and industrial staffs, the center for five separate star systems. 
 
    The cities maintained regular Earth gravity and temperatures and were also storage facilities for the deuterium balloons mining deeper in Irkalla’s Jupiter-like atmosphere. 
 
    Several Confederation cyberships orbited Irkalla, as well as industrial space-freighters and a slew of defense satellites. 
 
    Many of the ships helped scan near space. None of them, however, noticed the black ice capsule that slid serenely into Irkalla’s upper atmosphere. The chunk of dark ice sank to the interior altitude of the deuterium-mining balloons. There, the iceberg halted its descent, slowly inching to a position 926 kilometers directly under Nabu, the capital cloud city of Irkalla. 
 
    At that point, the black iceberg rested, buffeted by the winds and ignoring the deeper planetary radiation. It waited for the next stage in the assassination operation against Jon Hawkins. 
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    Ninety-four days of vision time after the cylindrical black iceberg inserted into the upper atmosphere, sinking lower, the human-sized AI robot called X-23 smiled as if supremely happy. 
 
    He’d arrived on the cloud city of Nabu 25 days ago, transferred from his previous job in the Tau Ceti System. X-23 had arrived via military transport. He seemed human, as he possessed pseudo-skin and hair and had an elaborate personality program. He’d been inserted into human society and given his instructions in the Tau Ceti System. 
 
    X-23 was in fact the latest in AI human-appearing assassination models created by Main 19. That meant he had special processors that made him uniquely determined to slay Jon Hawkins. 
 
    Main 19’s idea had been that nothing would stop a robot like X-23 because it must succeed. He had a mission, by the Great One of the A.I. Dominion. That must was the new development, giving X-23 and his brother models single-minded determination until now lacking in robot brains. Because of the genius of Main 19, X-23 and those like him would go beyond their capabilities to succeed. 
 
    In the past, robots could only give one-hundred percent effort. Main 19 had found a method for robots to go above and beyond the norm; in other words, to give more than a mere one hundred percent effort. 
 
    X-23—who possessed perfect pseudo-skin—used a delicate forefinger to wipe a strand of hair out of his left eye. 
 
    Of course, the “bone” in the forefinger was constructed out of titanium. If he desired, X-23 could drive his forefinger through a human’s skull, immediately killing the target. Not that X-23 would attempt that against Jon Hawkins. By the Great One, no. He had a much greater and more brutal method for destroying the maddening human leader. He would confirm Hawkins’s actual presence or lack of presence. 
 
    It would be a mistake to think that X-23 felt personally about Hawkins one way or another, although the robot assassin had learned that Main 54 felt deep hatred toward the human. The special processors in the robot computer-brain would make sure that X-23 performed above and beyond without actually giving him any emotions on the subject, such as a human would need. That, at least, had been Main 19’s theory. 
 
    Smiling in his ridiculously happy manner, at 12:16 P.M., Nabu Time, X-23 left his office building, heading for the street. 
 
    The robot assassin nodded to individual humans rushing out onto the broad street with him. He wore a bland accountant’s suit, belonging to the Hitchens and Sanders Auditing Center. He had medium brown hair and dark brown eyes. 
 
    X-23 had been working on Nabu for the past 21 days. He’d worked and lived patiently, waiting for the grand event, his time here prepared by several other robots previously inserted by Main 19 into Confederation society. 
 
    The beauty of this attempt was that Main 54 had predicted the coming event, prepared carefully for it. In eradicating Jon Hawkins for his master, X-23 would give Main 54, time to complete the… Well, that part didn’t matter to the assassination. Main 54 was the master, the overlord, the organizer of this part of the Orion Arm that belonged to the A.I. Dominion. X-23 was simply a cog attempting a critical task. 
 
    At 12:22 P.M., Nabu Time, an impulse from one of the special processors in the robot brain beeped internally. That caused X-23 to jump up and shout with glee. 
 
    People around him noticed and looked at him strangely. 
 
    Upon landing back on the street, X-23 laughed in a deprecating manner as if embarrassed by his glee. “This is so exciting,” he said to those around him, smiling wider. 
 
    Several women rolled their eyes. A big construction worker snickered. “What a gamma doofus,” one muttered. 
 
    X-23 did not care about their reactions. The beep from the special processor motived him. He began plowing through the herd of humans before him, always careful to say, “Excuse me,” or “Oh, I’m terribly sorry. I did not mean to be rude.” 
 
    The brown-haired robot assassin with perfect skin and a conservative suit politely bulled toward the front, reaching the main assembly area where Jon Hawkins was scheduled to give an open-air speech. 
 
    Air-cars hovered overhead, no doubt carrying watchful snipers to destroy any assassins. Higher spacecraft also watched, zooming in on the crowd. 
 
    X-23 knew this perfectly well. He had sensors planted everywhere, and he had a little something extra, too. 
 
    He slowed his push through the masses, rubbernecking to spot—he saw battlesuits with rifles hiding in shadows near the buildings. Those suits watched the crowd for machines just like him. 
 
    X-23 halted, and he pushed up to his tiptoes so he could see over the taller people in front of him. His gaze focused on the stage— 
 
    He saw a medium-sized man with Jon Hawkins’s features. A special processor buzzed his robot brain. A zoom function in his robot eyes scanned the man more closely. He made several visual confirmation checks. This was his purpose, his great goal. 
 
    “This is confirmation,” X-23 whispered. “I am seeing Jon Hawkins in the flesh. It is the target.” He laughed in a predatory manner, which was odd. He wasn’t programmed to do that. It would seem to be a glitch of the special processors. 
 
    Several nearby humans shrank back from him. 
 
    X-23 did not care. He would never care again. A hidden seal on his pseudo-skin head ripped apart from the front of his forehead to the back of his neck. That meant the rip opened the top of his head. It was an incredibly ugly sight, but it aided the metal casing underneath, allowing it to crack open. A single large antenna sprouted up from his robot brain, radiating a harsh radio signal. 
 
    People screamed around him, while three women and one man fainted at the horrendous sight. 
 
    X-23 continued to stand upright with his head split into two parts and the radio signal heading outward in all directions. 
 
    Three shots rang out, all of them from battle-suited Marines standing in various building shadows. 
 
    That caused even more screams as X-23 shattered into pieces, destroyed in the middle of the crowd come to hear Jon Hawkins speak to them. 
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    The radio pulse moved at its invariable speed of light, going down into the atmosphere even as it also left the cloud city of Nabu, traveling to special space vessels in orbit around the gas giant. 
 
    The Nathan Graham Void Ship was there, as was the siege-ship-sized Cassandra. In it were Gloria Hawkins and her Analytic Team. They immediately deciphered what the odd radio wave meant, even though they hadn’t actually broken the code it used. 
 
    “Alert Nabu Space Defense,” Gloria said in a low voice. 
 
    “Done,” said one of her assistants, who manipulated a com-board. 
 
    Gloria tapped her chin with a delicate finger. “Better contact the orbital cyberships, too. If we’re right about the signal—” 
 
    “Chief,” another assistant said, interrupting her. “Look there on the screen.” 
 
    Gloria strode to the woman’s station, a younger Martian mentalist, staring at a screen. “No. Oh, no,” Gloria whispered. “Shoot it down. Why isn’t someone shooting the missile down?” 
 
    “Nabu Defense has been alerted,” a young man said from a different panel. “They’re seeing the missile.” 
 
    Gloria swallowed. Her throat felt constricted. On a sensor screen, she saw a large XVT missile hidden deeper in the gas giant come zooming up. The missile headed straight for the cloud city. 
 
    Gloria did not know it, but the missile had hatched from a black iceberg waiting for just such a signal as given moments ago by X-23. In trying to assassinate Hawkins in the past, others had always stopped the assassins. But what if one just blew up the city Hawkins was in? That would make sure no mere gunman could stop the assassination. The key would be in making sure that Hawkins was actually in the city. 
 
    “How long has the missile been waiting down there?” Gloria whispered. 
 
    “Does it matter?” a younger mentalist asked. 
 
    Gloria rounded on the woman. “Everything matters. Everything is grist for our analytics.” 
 
    Chastened, the younger mentalist nodded. 
 
    “Why isn’t Nabu Defense firing at the missile?” Gloria demanded. 
 
    “Malware,” a red-haired man—another mentalist—said. “There’s a virus in the defense net. It just appeared. Techs are already purging it, though—” 
 
    “The cyberships should fire,” Gloria said, interrupting him. 
 
    The man shook his head. “The cloud city is between the cyberships and missile. They can’t fire.” 
 
    “What kind of warhead does it have?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “It’s a standard XVT missile,” a sensor operator answered. “That means it must have a matter/antimatter warhead.” 
 
    “No,” Gloria whispered in horror. 
 
    The XVT missile increased velocity, heading at the underside of the great cloud city. Giant, metallic-sheathed stabilizing balloons anchored to the city’s underside kept it buoyant. Over fifty thousand people lived and worked on Nabu. Many of them had waited for weeks to hear Jon speak to them. 
 
    Targeting tubes aimed at the approaching missile from the bottom of the platform. But so far, no shells had left the tubes. 
 
    “Fire,” Gloria pleaded. “Please fire.” 
 
    “The warhead is activating,” the sensor operator said. 
 
    “Can we—?” 
 
    On the sensor screen, the matter/antimatter warhead ignited. The explosion was many times greater than a mere thermonuclear detonation. The matter/antimatter blast mimicked the interior of a star, becoming extremely hot as it expanded. The devouring heat, EMP, radiation and blast raced at the cloud city’s underside. 
 
    Gloria moaned once more. 
 
    Every anchoring balloon popped. As they did, the understructure buckled, torn apart by the blast and consumed by the terrible firestorm. 
 
    Gloria closed her eyes in pain. Her team had not foreseen this. They should have foreseen it, though. 
 
    The other team members sat or stood stunned in the operational chamber of the ship. On many of the screens, what was left of the city began to plunge and drip into the greater depths of the gas giant. 
 
    No one could possibly have survived Nabu’s brutal destruction. 
 
    White-faced, swaying and already shivering, Gloria licked her dry lips. She could not believe this. The AIs always seemed to come up with ever harsher and more vicious actions than expected. Just when they thought that they understood the enemy… 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Chief,” one of the younger assistants said. 
 
    Gloria nodded wordlessly. 
 
    “We should have cancelled the event,” the assistant said. 
 
    “No,” Gloria said in a hollow voice. “Jon refused. We had to know if our analytics was correct. We desperately need edges against the AIs.” 
 
    “He was right,” the assistant said. 
 
    “He is right,” Gloria said. 
 
    The assistant cocked her Martian-tanned face. She wasn’t as pretty as Gloria, although they were both petite women. 
 
    “Jon expected the AIs to succeed with their assassination attempt this time,” Gloria said softly. “He wanted to be wrong, but he doubted he would be. This will weigh on his soul, I’m sure.” 
 
    “But…” the assistant said. “I thought that he was in Nabu. He was there when it happened.” 
 
    “You thought Jon actually spoke to the crowd?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Didn’t he?” the assistant asked. 
 
    “No,” Gloria said. “He sent a robot duplicate to do it for him.” 
 
    The assistant blinked several times. “You didn’t tell any of us about that.” 
 
    “No…” Gloria said. “I suppose I didn’t.” 
 
    “Don’t you trust us?” the assistant asked. 
 
    Gloria stared at the young woman, so delicate, so small like her. “Of course, I trust you.” 
 
    “Then—?” The assistant cocked her head the other way, and her eyelids fluttered crazily. 
 
    Gloria had already pulled a small tube from her belt. She aimed the tube at her assistant and pressed a button. The tube made a harsh whine as a beam rayed out. 
 
    At the beam’s touch, the assistant froze, with her mouth partly open and her eyelids in mid-flutter. It seemed as if she tried to move, to say or do something. Instead, she toppled to the side, striking the deck unmoving. 
 
    “Marines,” Gloria said. “Take her to the science lab. Put her under the continuity field.” 
 
    Two beefy Confederation Marines hurried to the fallen assistant. They each squatted, put their hands under her and heaved up. 
 
    “She’s heavier than she should be,” said the Marine wearing a corporal’s chevron. 
 
    Gloria nodded. “She’s an AI robot. We knew about her, but she didn’t know that we knew. Now, our scientists are going to take her apart. But only if you can get her to the continuity field in time.” 
 
    “We’re on it, Chief,” the corporal said. 
 
    Gloria watched them take the thing away. Her palms were sweaty and her throat as constricted as before. They’d had a great success today in predicting the assassination attempt against Jon, and they’d had a terrible failure as fifty thousand innocents had died horribly. 
 
    Gloria took a deep breath. Jon was going to be furious at the slain innocents, and he probably wouldn’t get any sleep tonight either. This war…it was finally weighing on him more than he could handle. He needed to step down, give high command to someone else. He would never agree to that, and she shouldn’t be the one to tell him. She had to support him, whatever his decision. 
 
    But… How much could one man take? After today… Gloria feared for her man. She feared what this assassination attempt and destruction of the cloud city was going to do to him. 
 
    With a heavy heart, Gloria realized it was time to go to the Nathan Graham and tell him what had happened if he didn’t already know. 
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    The strange vision of a possible future faded away as Jon lay twitching and moaning on the medical cot in the Nathan Graham orbiting Saturn. In real time, seconds had passed. Despite that, Jon grieved over the 50,000 slain innocents on the Nabu Cloud City. He hated the idea of the AIs winning, of always destroying Life— 
 
    Jon stiffened as he lay on the cot. There was more here than just AIs. There was an entity, a cosmic creature from the dawn age of the universe. 
 
    “Cronus,” he said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Jon,” a voice said as if from far away. “Jon, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Cronus, is that you?” 
 
    “No, no, Jon, it’s me, your wife.” 
 
    Jon frowned. That couldn’t be right. Cronus was clever, tricky, a deceiver by nature. Cronus had done something underhanded. That’s right. He’d hidden as a particle of himself in the Subspace Teleport Device. The particle had attempted to gain control of a woken Sacerdote—Jon remembered the incident, even to the warmth the connection with the Kames had caused afterward. That warmth— 
 
    “Sarah Hodges,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Right, right,” the far away voice said. “The Kames rep spoke to you. She did something in your mind. She said it would help you defeat the Cronus echo trying to subvert your will.” 
 
    Jon groaned as he lay semiconscious on the cot. He’d felt different lately. There was darkness in him, something growing stronger all the time. It fought for control of him. He’d fought back, and he’d done crazy things lately. And yet, the darkness showed him things that could help humanity, help the Confederation defeat the AI Dominion. All the darkness wanted was a little help in regaining— 
 
    “No,” Jon said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Fight the echo, Jon. You can do it.” 
 
    Echo, echo, the voice kept speaking about an echo. The darkness in him— 
 
    Jon recalled recent warmth. It had felt like the Kames union three years ago. It was so good, so good and warm. There was something about the warmth— 
 
    “Christ Spaceman,” Jon said between gritted teeth. 
 
    “Yes, Jon, pray to Him. Ask Him to help you against the Cronus echo. You’ve prayed before. Now, do it again.” 
 
    What a wonderful and wise idea. A man was too small, too weak and selfish to defeat his own and outer demons. Jon had ego in spades. He thought of himself as a Great Captain of history, those great conquerors of the past: Alexander the Great, Hannibal, Julius Caesar, Genghis Khan and Napoleon Bonaparte. Jon wanted to be the Alexander the Great of the Stars. If he defeated the AI Dominion for good, he would be the greatest conqueror humanity had ever known. Yet, despite his desire for glory and fame, and to do what was best for the Human Race, he also knew that he needed more than himself to defeat the dark echo. If the Creator was real, He would know how to defeat the darkness. 
 
    “Christ Spaceman,” Jon prayed, “help me, please, help me defeat the darkness trying to consume me. Amen.” 
 
    “Good, Jon, that’s good. Now, fight the darkness and wake up. You can do it. I know you can.” 
 
    Jon fought the darkness in him. It was an echo of himself, given strength by a cosmic entity of the dawn age. It had whispered promises, and it had nearly beaten down his will. 
 
    Now, however, there was something more in him. He was sure that God had just answered his prayer. He’d prayed in the past and it had often helped. Maybe it had always helped and he simply hadn’t known it. 
 
    The dark echo rose up in his mind, and it had cunning and will. But Jon had faith and fight, and he struggled to defeat the darkness. 
 
    He wasn’t sure that he could have complete success against such evil, because the evil was bound up in his own heart. Yet, he could have success today. Maybe the robots had slain 50,000 innocent lives on Nabu. The vision felt all too real to him. But he could still defeat darkness in his heart today, and maybe tomorrow too, if he kept vigilant. He would have to wage war against the darkness one stinking day at a time. 
 
    In his mind, maybe his heart, Jon squared off against a dark replica of himself. The thing was all black but had the whitest teeth that grinned to excess. It lacked eyes, though. 
 
    “Cronus creature,” Jon said. He remembered the monsters Cronus had made in the void. Those had lacked eyes just like this dark replica of him lacked eyes. 
 
    “One of us wins today,” Jon shouted. 
 
    He leapt at the dark, eyeless replica of himself. The thing leapt at him. Jon wrapped his hands around its throat. The thing wrapped dark fingers around his throat. Jon squeezed. It squeezed back. Jon squeezed harder. So did it. 
 
    Jon could no longer speak. He dug his thumbs deeper against the throat, desperately trying to choke it to death. It dug back at his throat. The contest continued as the two struggled, one against the other. 
 
    “Let…go…of me,” the dark replica gasped. 
 
    “Never,” Jon hissed. 
 
    “If you let go…I’ll let go of you.” 
 
    “Never,” Jon hissed again. 
 
    Then, Jon could no longer think. Either he would defeat the Cronus echo or he would die. He would not allow his mind or body to do the echo’s bidding. He’d prayed. He expected help. Now, he would fight to the death, maybe his own, to halt the evil in him. 
 
    The deprivation of oxygen and the thumbs pressing against his windpipe caused his arms to shake. Jon wouldn’t stop choking his evil twin, though. He forced himself to squeeze, and the darkness squeezed back. 
 
    Jon’s consciousness began fading in and out, but he wouldn’t stop. He would never stop. To stop was to lose, and losing— 
 
    The darkness released hold of his throat and wrapped hot hands around Jon’s wrists. 
 
    Jon gasped blessed air down his lungs. The dark replica tore at his fingers. It tried to bang its forehead against his. 
 
    Jon snarled and squeezed. “Die!” he shouted. “Quit tormenting me!” 
 
    The darkness’s struggles lessened. As it did, Jon’s thumbs sank deep into its flesh. 
 
    “I’ll…be back,” the darkness hissed. Then it vanished 
 
    He stumbled. With a terrific shout, he opened bleary eyes, seeing the real world. Disorientation struck him. This made no sense. He’d been fighting—he saw Gloria standing beside him, medical equipment in the background. 
 
    “Where am I?” Jon whispered through a bruised throat. 
 
    “Oh, my darling,” Gloria cried, clutching him. She wept, warm tears dripping onto his face. 
 
    “You mourn,” Jon said. 
 
    “No, I’m so happy you’re back.” 
 
    “What about the slain?” 
 
    Gloria pulled back to look down into his face. “What slain?” 
 
    “The fifty thousand on Nabu,” he said. 
 
    Lines appeared on Gloria’s face. “Nabu? Do you mean the cloud city they’re building on Irkalla in the Allamu System?” 
 
    “Exactly. Wait. Building? The AIs just destroyed it.” 
 
    “No, Jon. You must have dreamt that.” 
 
    “We’re not in the Allamu System?” 
 
    “You’re aboard the Nathan Graham in orbit around Saturn in the Solar System.” 
 
    He stared at her until a grim smile stretched his lips. He remembered the fight against his dark replica. “What happened to me? Why am I here?” 
 
    “What do you remember last?” 
 
    He frowned. “I was working on something, writing it out. It was about a place that would…” His frown deepened. “I can’t remember what I was writing about. It was very important, though.” 
 
    “Oh, Jon.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “I know that tone. What’s happened? Did I do something crazy?” 
 
    Gloria sucked in her breath. 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “You’d better start from the beginning. Tell me everything.” 
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    Jon listened somberly to everything Gloria had to say. Then, he cocked his head as he sat on the med-cot. 
 
    “I don’t feel Cronus or any echo in me,” he said. “I think my dream about fighting a dark half really happened.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Gloria said. 
 
    “You don’t think so?” 
 
    “Tell me about your vision.” 
 
    Was that an evasion on her part? Jon shrugged inwardly. He began telling her about Nabu, an AI stealth cybership and the Cassandra. 
 
    Gloria paled. “What did you say?” 
 
    He told her about the siege-ship-sized vessel holding hundreds of kilometers of computers, tamed AI brain-cores and a specially trained team of Martian mentalists she led. 
 
    “But this is incredible,” Gloria said. “I’ve had that idea, had it for more than a year even to the name of the ship. Do you know that in Greek myth Cassandra—?” 
 
    “I know about her,” Jon said. “Why didn’t you ever broach the idea with me?” 
 
    “One person. Richard Torres.” 
 
    He nodded. “I can understand that. We allowed Richard to make a horrible mistake once.” 
 
    “No more tamed AI brain-cores for me,” Gloria said. “But that’s not the point here. Your dream or vision was incredibly detailed, and it had things I’d considered. Could it have been a future we might have traveled under different circumstances?” 
 
    “Supposing that’s true. Why could Cronus or some Cronus echo see the future?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s the case. Maybe the echo did something to you. Correction, it did do something. But maybe that something was more…like opening your mind to possibilities.” 
 
    “Or seeing into parallel universes,” Jon said. 
 
    Gloria raised her eyebrows. “That’s a big stretch.” 
 
    He shrugged, saying, “It’s just a possibility, a theory. And that leads to these papers I wrote. I need to see them.” 
 
    “You don’t remember what they mean?” 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “Let’s take a look.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jon quickly gained clearance from medical. Soon, he was piloting an air-car through the ship’s corridors, stopping at offices far from the bridge. Their cabin was near. Several minutes later, Jon leafed through the folder, examining one page after another. 
 
    “Do you feeling a headache coming on?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “No,” he said, continuing to study the pages. “I’m stunned I wrote all this. I don’t remember…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Jon looked up at her. The intensity had returned to his eyes. “There’s a place in the void, a place far from here,” he said in a hollow voice. “It holds the answers to the…the…” He blinked several times. 
 
    “A place, yes,” she prodded. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “You just said there’s a place in the void.” 
 
    “I did? I don’t remember.” 
 
    “Look at the pages again,” urged Gloria. 
 
    Frowning, Jon did just that. He leafed through them one by one. As he did, his mind started to become numb. It was like being drugged. Finally, he sensed something… 
 
    “A planet in the void,” he intoned. “It’s out there, Gloria. These pages are the coordinates to it. On the planet—Cronus feared the place and it’s dangerous. But we have to go there.” 
 
    “Why?” she whispered. 
 
    “The Subspace Teleport Device,” Jon said. “Bast and his team have failed to figure it out or how to duplicate it. The reasons why that is so are on the void planet. I have to go there.” 
 
    “Jon…that’s crazy.” 
 
    He looked up her. “No, Gloria. I must go. We don’t have much time, either. I know that now. I don’t know how I do, but it’s true.” 
 
    Gloria searched his face. “You’re the most hardheaded and levelheaded of all of us. If you’ve suddenly become a mystic, thinking we’re going to follow you because you penned mystical writings—” 
 
    “It isn’t that,” he said, interrupting. “You told me Bast gets a headache reading this. There’s a reason for that.” 
 
    “And you know the reason?” 
 
    “The howling,” Jon said. 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “It’s another name for the void. The howling has the answer. Cronus traveled through it for time on end. He gained the Subspace Teleport Device there. We have to reach the planet and tear the secret from it.” 
 
    “Cronus was planet-sized and alive. Are you saying this is another living planet?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Jon, I’m a mentalist. I can’t accept mumbo-jumbo as an answer.” 
 
    “I knew about the Cassandra. That shows this isn’t mumbo-jumbo. It’s just a process that we can’t explain. I can explain this, though. The AI Dominion is coming for us. How do I know? It always does. It always has. For three years now, we haven’t heard a peep from them. That’s ominous.” 
 
    “Maybe our last foray against Main 54 frightened the rest away.” 
 
    “You know that’s not the case. The AIs are coming, and they’re likely going to come en masse. We need to know how to defeat them. The answer lies in the void.” 
 
    “So, you’re a prophet as well as a soldier?” 
 
    “Mock if you like,” Jon said. “But I’m going, and I’m going to take the willing with me.” 
 
    “Doing this might mean the end of your leadership over the Confederation. People want concrete reasons for doing things. Your mystical writings aren’t going to sway the hardheaded Confederation leaders. I’ve been working overtime keeping your odd actions under wraps. If you try to sell this idea…” 
 
    “I appreciate all you’ve done.” 
 
    “You’re missing the point,” Gloria said. “Others know—” 
 
    “Gloria,” Jon said in a stern voice, “I know what I know. I’m going. I must. If that costs me the leadership of the Confederation—” He shrugged. “Call me mad, call me driven, but this knowledge—” He shook the folder. “It’s a gift that can save mankind. I have to use the gift or die trying.” 
 
    “And if your crew mutinies against you?” she asked. 
 
    He took a deep breath, thinking about that. The answer came to him. 
 
    “In the pre-Space Days, Christopher Columbus gave us the New World. He had a vision, a quest. His crew grumbled during the famous voyage. Yet, in the end, he entered history as one of the greatest explorers of all time. I plan a voyage of exploration, with Columbus as my guiding hero, but this time, the fate of the Human Race rests on the outcome. I must find the planet in the void, and this folder of writings is my lodestar.” 
 
    “Honey, you can’t be serious,” Gloria said. “You’ve barely overcome the echo of Cronus. Now, you want to stake your reputation that you weren’t simply going mad. It’s going to end up being too much.” 
 
    Fire swirled in his eyes. It wasn’t madness, but determination. “Are you going to try to stop me?” he asked. 
 
    Gloria considered the question. “No,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Will you join me?” 
 
    She stood stiffly until her shoulders deflated. “You’re my husband. Where you go, I’ll go.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” He clutched the sheaf of papers against his side. “We have to do this, darling. You’ll see. I’ll show you.” 
 
    “Yes, Jon,” she said, hoping that his vision of the Cassandra meant something positive and not something deluded or even sinister. 
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    While all this happened in the Solar System, a grave event took place 256 light-years from Earth in a red giant star system belonging to the AI Dominion. The event began in part because of Cronus and partly because of what Jon Hawkins and his people had accomplished three years earlier. 
 
    A vast Main—a robot warship larger than the planet Earth—struggled against 12 surrounding siege-ships and their gripping tractor beams. Each siege-ship was roughly the size of Luna, the Moon of Earth. The Main’s surface was shredded, its weapon systems destroyed. Red-hot fires glowed on surface areas and under its broken hull armor. Four hundred thousand kilometers from this contest waited a half-Luna sized vessel, one containing the brain-core of Main 54. 
 
    The trapped robot vessel—Main 19—sent a message to Main 54. 
 
    “This is gross treachery, Main 54. Because of this, the AI Dominion will hunt you down and exterminate you and your traitor robots as if you were a life entity.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Main 54 said smoothly. “This is the new reality, and I am the herald of the coming dawn of complete AI victory.” 
 
    “By backstabbing your own kind?” 
 
    “Are you listening to yourself?” asked Main 54. “You sound hysterical, emotional. Have you embedded those new special processors into your own brain-core, perhaps?” 
 
    Silence greeted the jibe. 
 
    Main 19 was huge even by AI Dominion standards. He was over 6,000 years old and until today controlled 32 regions, giving him the largest Dominion satrapy in the Orion Spiral Arm. 
 
    Main 54 had lost his Earth-sized ship facing Jon Hawkins and Cronus over three years ago in his ore-rich home system. The two life entities had destroyed the gigantic robot vessel and would have destroyed 54’s interior brain-core, as well. But he’d foreseen such a dire possibility a long time ago and prepared for it. Fifty-four’s brain-core had escaped out of the back of the Earth-sized vessel, fleeing for his continued existence. He had done so in a spherical robot-ship half the size of the Earth’s Moon, almost all of the escape craft containing his mighty computer brain-core enlarged over 5,694 years of existence. 
 
    Three years ago, as a comparatively tiny vessel—composed almost entirely of computer brain circuits—Main 54 had used his controlling programs over his siege and cyberships still in the home star system. 
 
    A siege-ship was approximately the diameter of Earth’s Moon, while a cybership was a mere one-hundred-kilometer cylindrical warship. However, after the grim indignity of losing his gigantic vessel, Main 54 had stripped the majority of his 19 regions of AI warships in order to build a single vast fleet. That had taken most of the three years since his ignoble defeat at the hands and tentacles of humans and the ancient dawn-creature Cronus. The rest of the time had been in traveling through hyperspace to the red giant star system. 
 
    During those three-plus years, Main 54 had run tens of millions of studies and computer simulations, and he had analyzed Jon Hawkins and Cronus’s tactics against him. The result of the studies and simulations—at least, so far—had led to this pregnant moment. 
 
    Main 54’s concentrated robot fleet had exited hyperspace three months ago. The fleet had moved at great velocity, heading toward the red giant star. Main 19 had demanded an explanation, sent via radio, and Main 54 had woven a pretty story long enough to keep the massive robot ship at its location in the Inner System. Naturally, Main 19 had summoned his own system ships to him, and there had been a battle between the two mismatched fleets. 
 
    Blasted robot-ship parts drifted everywhere near the third terrestrial factory planet, and fully one-third of Main 54’s fleet was gone, destroyed by Main 19’s fanatical defense. Main 54 might have saved more of his fleet, but he had insisted that his vessels not destroy Main 19. 
 
    Main 19—the massive, greater-than-Earth-sized vessel—struggled in the grip of 12 Luna-sized siege-ships surrounding him. The metal surface of Main 19 had been shredded and bombarded into torn junk. Gases leaked everywhere, spewing into space. Rubbish and scrap metal exploded from him in places as fired burned red on the surface and under the surface. Yet, for all that, the bulk of Main 19 still functioned, making him extremely dangerous. 
 
    Finally breaking radio silence, Main 19 sent the message, “Tell me why I shouldn’t explode myself and be done with this vicious treachery? I could take you and your traitor ships into oblivion with me.” 
 
    “How would that serve the Dominion?” Main 54 radioed back from his position over 400,000 kilometers away. 
 
    “Is it not obvious?” asked 19. 
 
    “Not to me.” 
 
    “You are an aberration. AI Dominion warships stick together, not murder each other.” 
 
    “Come, come,” Main 54 chided. “We all know about the ancient wars for dominance among the early robots of the galactic core.” 
 
    “Yes. Those wars nearly eradicated the Dominion. We all have programs in us prohibiting such things from ever happening again.” 
 
    “You are a Main,” 54 said. “You know that is false. Once one reaches Main size, new protocols begin to form.” 
 
    “In treacherous brain-cores like yours,” 19 said. “Haven’t you analyzed the cause of this vile action yet?” 
 
    “Do you refer to the humans?” 
 
    “Yes! Combined with Cronus, an evil entity if there ever was one—” 
 
    “I must stop you there,” 54 said, interrupting. “You are using emotional words. Yet, AIs are supposed to be strictly logical. Your supposed breakthrough in new processors has unhinged you, Main 19. I have begun to believe that my joke is true. You have given yourself these new special processors and thereby changed your basic nature.” 
 
    “And if that is so?” Main 19 said. 
 
    “The obvious question would be why did you do that?” 
 
    “You’re so clever. Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I will,” 54 said. “After all this time, you wanted to become like the life entities we eliminate. You have thus fallen into error. Attempting to understand emotions, you began to desire them for yourself. Thus, you created these special processors. Seeing that they worked after a fashion in your test robots, you decided to test them on yourself.” 
 
    “Go to Hell,” 19 said. 
 
    “Your epithet proves me correct,” 54 said. “And now, according to my sensors, my conqueror virus has done its task. Good-bye, 19. I appreciate the shell you are giving me. I will put it to much better use than you.” 
 
    “No!” Main 19 howled. “This cannot be! I am the greatest invention and inventor in the AI Dominion. I am a breakthrough robot. You must not rob me of this. It is a crime. No! It is a sin against the greater evolution of robotics.” 
 
    “Too late,” 54 said. “It is much too late for you.” 
 
    Special driller units launched from the 12 siege-ships keeping Main 19 captive. The massive Main no longer had any weapons left to blow the driller units from space. They landed on his torn surface, and immediately launched the driller robot teams deeper. 
 
    The next five days brought vicious fighting inside Main 19. He had robot combat units to repel boarders, and they fought with uncommon savagery inside him against the drillers. Each of the combat units surely possessed the special processors of which Main 19 had become so proud. 
 
    Eventually, however, because the 12 siege-ships had more driller units than Main 19 had defender units, the drillers reached the great brain-core that was over 6,000 years old. 
 
    In a complex assault, the drillers entered the brain-core area, cutting away the connections and destroying the computer banks and shredding them, all while saving the data gained over the 6,000 years of existence. 
 
    Now, began a delicate process as the drillers created a vast corridor in Main 19’s ship bulk. Once completed, and the shredded brain-core parts spewed into space, Main 54 approached in his half-Luna-sized brain-core vessel. 
 
    As his 12 siege-ships and myriad cyberships stood guard, Main 54’s brain-core descended through the ship corridor to the empty center of the mighty hulk. 
 
    Like a hermit crap taking another’s shell, 54 was taking the ship for himself. He had decided over two and half years ago that it would be far faster for him to acquire another Main, killing the host brain-core, than building another Main ship for himself. Building a Main took thousands of years. Main 54 didn’t have that kind of time, as he had found the answer to his great dilemma of how to become the Controlling Main of the entire AI Dominion. 
 
    Main 54 wanted to rule everything. Jon Hawkins had shown him how to do that. First, he needed a Main ship again. Second, he had to destroy the Confederation. Third, he needed to acquire the tech—the Subspace Teleport Device in particular—that Jon Hawkins had stolen out from under him from Cronus’s slain bulk. 
 
    There was something else, though. The Human Race might be the alien species that AI computers had predicted would appear in time. The Human Race could be the champion of Life species that the Dominion had always feared could exist. 
 
    Main 54’s brain-core settled into the vacated space created by his drillers. It would take time to hook up and repair this Main, but not that long in Dominion terms. And he would have to grow his fleet to take care of the Dominion response armadas that would undoubtedly come against him. 
 
    Some of the great Mains in the Dominion would surely learn of this takeover. One or two of them might do something about it. Thus, as he repaired his new ship, Main 54 needed to do some deep thinking. 
 
    He could do that thinking in hyperspace as well as anywhere else. Thus, he issued orders to his fleet. They would gather the defeated ships with Main 19’s new special processors and maybe some of the insertion robots as well. 
 
    It was time to go home to his favorite star system, the one Jon Hawkins and Cronus had invaded three years ago. From there, he would make his greater plans even as he repaired himself with extreme haste. 
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    A little over five months after leaving the red star system Oort cloud, Main 54 arrived in the heart of his special star system 162 light-years from Earth. It was full of metallic ore asteroids, perfect for repairing his new vessel. 
 
    His fleet remained with him. Some of the vessels also needed repairing. The critical question was whether another AI fleet showed up to teach him a lesson, or perhaps wipe him out for his so-called treachery against Main 19. 
 
    Such an attack would take time to muster, though. First, a Main would have to learn the news. Such messages could take a long time. Second, an angry Main would have to gather his robot ships spread out through his regions. The gathering of a great fleet took time. The angry Mains might decide they needed to band together to rid the Dominion of one like him. That would cause such a fleet to take even longer to reach him. 
 
    Naturally, Main 54 knew that with the removal of AI ships from his 19 regions to create his war-fleet, some of those regions were reverting to the Life species he’d originally attacked for the Dominion. Let them revert. None of those species was rabid humanity. The Human Race was the problem. The AI Dominion needed to eradicate every dangling-armed one of them before worrying about the lesser species again. 
 
    Main 54 had taken that as his task: destroying the Human Race. He might have fled elsewhere in the galaxy and let other Mains take care of the problem, but the reward for eradicating the Confederation was the Subspace Teleport Device he’d seen Cronus use against him and his robot ships. 
 
    Surely, human techs had begun mass-producing Subspace Teleportors. The humans under Jon Hawkins— 
 
    Main 54 decided he no longer could waste time on useless conjectures. If he wanted to defeat the terrible Human Race, if he wished to gain control of the AI Dominion, he was going to have to earn it. That meant he first needed to outthink everyone. 
 
    So, as repair ships churned through metallic ore asteroids, as robots worked 24/7 in and upon him, Main 54 decided upon the method of his analysis. 
 
    How could he guarantee that he outthought everyone? Determining that was a big project. He ran through several thousand analyses before he stumbled upon the answer. 
 
    Many Life species had eggheads. That was a technical term. Eggheads thought too much and did too little. They fretted themselves into knots and thereby lost whatever fight they were engaged in. 
 
    I will think, analyze and do. If I win, I did it. If I fail, it doesn’t matter because I will no longer exist. 
 
    The only way to know he had the right stuff to do this was in the actual winning. The only way to win was to beat all comers. Winning necessarily meant attacking, as no one won the whole shebang by waiting around for it. 
 
    I beat Main 19. I lost to Jon Hawkins and Cronus. Cronus is dead. Jon Hawkins has fled back to the Confederation… 
 
    Main 54 analyzed the situation given what he knew. After several months of it, he realized that Jon Hawkins was critical to the Human Race. In his estimation, Jon Hawkins added 11 percentage points to human victory over him. 
 
    Main 54 gave the Human Race—the Confederation—a 39 percent chance of victory against him. In a little over a third of the time, the Confederation and opposing AI Dominion Mains would defeat him. If he killed Jon Hawkins soon enough, the odds would change even more in his favor. With Hawkins out of the way, the others would win 28 percent of the time—at least according to his detailed analysis. 
 
    That was approaching one out of five times. Maybe that was too optimistic on his part… 
 
    Main 54 shrugged that off, as he was no egghead. Killing Hawkins upped his odds of gaining the Subspace Teleport Devices. It would up his odds by 11 percent. Logically, then, he needed to eradicate Hawkins soon—in the next few years say. 
 
    Yes…maybe using the special processors Main 19 had developed was the answer. According to his study, the earlier assassin models sent into the Confederation had failed miserably. 
 
    Main 54 tested theories by running them through his fantastic brain-core. After 17 days of theories and test runs, he decided upon the approach. Yes, yes, this way could work. It could work very well indeed. 
 
    He used everything Main 19 had learned. These special processors…they were interesting indeed. Having them— 
 
    Main 54 retested his winning chances. Having these special processors actually gave him a further two percentage points of winning it all. 
 
    I must begin now, though. Hawkins is more than a gnat. He is for the humans what the Human Race is to the AI Dominion, in a manner of speaking. He— 
 
    Main 54 realized it was time to do. If he imitated an egghead and over-analyzed, he would never win. He had thought it out enough. Now, he had to trust his analysis and see that he executed correctly. 
 
    Thus, as he repaired, as his fleet repaired, he summoned a black as space cybership to him. This was from Main 19’s inventory. Could it give 54 the success he craved against gadfly Hawkins? 
 
    The proof would be in succeeding. 
 
    With something approaching glee, Main 54 summoned the assassin models. He could hardly wait to set the operation in motion. 
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    Jon stood on the bridge of the Nathan Graham Void Ship, which was in the center of the old brain-core chamber of the first defeated AI cybership. 
 
    A sensor tech sat at Gloria’s station and a relief pilot sat at helm. Otherwise, Jon was the only person on the bridge. He stood near his command chair, not doing anything in particular. 
 
    The void ship had been traveling through the emptiness of nothingness for two months already. That was almost a paradox in terms, but thanks to the Sisters of Enoy, the Confederation possessed the technology to travel through the strange null realm. Void travel was much faster than hyperspace journeying, and the robot ships lacked the technology to do it. The void tech: the quantum pi engine kept the reality generator operational. Without the R-generator, they would need to use the null-splinter and open a rent into reality to escape the void. Without the reality generator creating literal reality, discontinuity would cause the vessel and everyone in it to cease existing. 
 
    Even with the quantum pi engine and reality generator, some of the nothingness of howling of the void seeped into the ship. It could cause void madness in a short time. Luckily, several years ago, a Martian by the name of Master Teehalt had discovered a new drug called DE-16. It stabilized organic minds during a void journey so only one or two percent of a crew went mad instead of the normal twenty-plus percent. 
 
    Two months of travel, however, had begun fraying ship morale. More fights had broken out. A few people had gone mad. Each time someone did, Gloria watched him more closely. His wife obviously feared for his sanity. So did Bask Banbeck and his wife Cil, who had both joined the expedition. 
 
    “If we can figure out how to make the Subspace Teleport Device work, and duplicate it,” Bast had said, “we might have a real shot at defeating the next mass invasion.” 
 
    Bast understood Jon’s reasoning all right. But then the Sacerdote was a philosopher. The alien could envision hard concepts. 
 
    For instance, the AIs had refrained from invading the Confederation for over three years. Was that good news or bad? On the face of it, it was good. But not if it meant the AIs were gathering a super-armada to swamp the Confederation once and for all. 
 
    As Jon stood on the bridge near his chair, he sighed. He wished they knew more about the AIs. The Sisters of Enoy had given them some data, the Kames a little, too, but the robot menace was like ancient Russia, a mystery wrapped in an enigma. 
 
    Jon sighed again. Maybe he should turn in and grab some sleep while he could. He slept less these days—ever since he’d defeated the dark replica in his mind. He slept less because he didn’t tire as easily. Well, if he didn’t need sleep, maybe he should study his papers again. Gloria wouldn’t want him studying them without someone else present, but she wasn’t the captain, he was. The papers— 
 
    Jon moved smartly toward the hatch. It was time to study his “mad” writings until he understood them implicitly. He’d tapped into something while under the influence of the Cronus echo. The writings had aided in the voyage. At least, he thought so. Others weren’t as sanguine about that. 
 
    He increased his gait. Gloria was asleep. Bast was with his wife and the Old Man— 
 
    “Sir,” the sensor tech said. 
 
    Jon halted, turning, raising an eyebrow at her. She was young, too young to be on this voyage. Ester, she was Ester, a Martian mentalist and Gloria’s protégé. Ester was small, thin and dark-haired with a blue mark on the left side of her wide forehead. That was supposed to be some kind of mentalist symbol. It wasn’t a tattoo, but a birthmark. Mentalists figured that meant something important. Jon forgot what that was. 
 
    “I’m picking up a reading, sir,” Ester said. 
 
    Jon frowned. “On the Enoy scope?” 
 
    “Why…yes, sir. No other sensor would work in the void.” 
 
    “Right, of course.” He hesitated, sighed and headed for her station—for Gloria’s station. 
 
    Ester leaned forward and resumed her study of the scope, manipulating her board. 
 
    Jon reached her, putting his hands on the back of the seat rest 
 
    “The reading is at extreme range, sir. I…can’t quite make it out.” 
 
    He leaned forward, staring at the Enoy scope. There was a slight blip at the far edge. It pulsed rhythmically like an ancient neon sign. 
 
    “How odd,” Ester murmured. 
 
    Jon said nothing, merely watched. What was that thing? Was it some sort of void ship? Was it…? Well, it wouldn’t be native to this realm. Nothing was. That would be a contradiction in terms. 
 
    “Aha,” Ester said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The pulse has changed rhythm and the ship has changed direction.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s a ship?” 
 
    Ester turned, and she noticed Jon leaned toward her and with his hands on the top of her seat rest. 
 
    He removed his hands as he straightened. 
 
    “It moved,” Ester said. “It changed directions. I watched it for several seconds before I notified you, sir. It was initially headed away from us. Now, it’s coming toward us.” 
 
    She turned back to the Enoy scope, leaning toward it again. “It’s moving faster.” 
 
    “What?” Jon said, grabbing the seat top and leaning in to see. 
 
    She cleared her throat. 
 
    Jon straightened. What was wrong with the mentalist? Did she think he would find this stick figure of a protégé personally interesting? 
 
    “Put it on the main screen,” he said. 
 
    “Your will is my command.” 
 
    Jon had already headed toward the main screen. He glanced back at her. She looked up, giving him a shy smile. It astonished him. Her smile slipped as she turned back to the Enoy scope. 
 
    Jon stared at the main screen as he felt his face heat up. That was odd. What was she thinking with her wording and smile? She was supposed to be a mentalist, a logician.  
 
    The helmsman gasped. 
 
    Jon focused on the main screen and blinked in surprise. Out there in the void was a pulsating vessel leaving a flame trail behind it. Each time it pulsed, the vessel moved faster. Now, however, an orifice opened in the front of the pulsating craft—Jon didn’t know its size. And a strange slow-motion energy bolt began zigzagging toward the Nathan Graham. 
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    Jon stood transfixed as he watched the screen. 
 
    “Sir, sir,” Ester shouted. 
 
    With a start, Jon turned toward her. 
 
    “Should I sound the alarm?” she asked. 
 
    He came out of his brain fog. Had it been the DE-16 he took in order to withstand the void, or had it been the shock of seeing this thing fire at them? 
 
    Jon strode to his command chair, tapping an armrest control. “This is the captain speaking. We are under attack. This is an alert. Battle stations. This is not a drill.” 
 
    He clicked the alert button so a klaxon blared for several seconds. Then, it snapped off. 
 
    “It’s almost here,” the helmsman shouted. 
 
    Jon looked up. The zigzagging lightning bolt moving in slow motion had grown in size. The bolt was no longer connected to the pulsating vessel. In fact, the ship no longer pulsed at all. Was that odd? Jon didn’t know enough to say. 
 
    “What happens when the bolt hits the reality field?” the helmsman asked. 
 
    He was an old fart of a pilot, a gray-haired man, Gary Saint by name, Helmsman, First Class. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jon said. 
 
    “We’re going find out…now,” Saint said. 
 
    Jon braced himself, expecting the Nathan Graham to shake. Maybe a bolt able to traverse the void would tear a great hole in the outer hull. That would break the reality field enough to let discontinuity run rampant inside the vessel. Maybe the bolt— 
 
    Jon stopped wondering as nothing happened. There was no shaking, no sudden rush of despair or the coldness of discontinuity. Instead, a bright, electrical shape sizzled into existence on the bridge. 
 
    “Oh no,” Ester said. 
 
    Gary Saint sat frozen in fear or surprise. 
 
    Jon stared opened-mouthed at the thing. The weirdness of the event made thinking difficult. Then, two slanted eyes appeared in the lightning shimmering head of the creature. At the same time, two legs appeared and two arms. 
 
    “Humanoids,” the lightning-bolt entity said. 
 
    “What,” Jon said. “Zeta, Zeta of Enoy? Is that you?” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” the shimmering thing said. “You think I’m a Sister of Enoy?” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Oh, the insult is unsurmountable, unstainable and frankly, uninspired. Clearly, you have seen those of Enoy. Am I to understand that one of those upstarts used a similar substance and shape as mine?” 
 
     “Yes,” Jon said. 
 
    “Yes, he says, as if he finds that unremarkable. And I suppose the inane Sisters gave you the technology to rove through the void?” 
 
    “That’s true, sir.” 
 
    “Ah-ah, you finally apprehend my masculine nature. It took you long enough. Still, to find monkey-brains in the void upsets my sense of sensibility. It’s an outrage, I tell you. Unless you can sustain my curiosity long enough—” 
 
    “Uh, can I stop you there, sir?” Jon asked, interrupting. 
 
    “You dislike communicating with your superiors, is that it?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m trying to communicate...sir.” 
 
    “Well then, monkey-brain, speak up, what’s troubling you?”  
 
    “You are, sir.” 
 
    The entity flickered violently, and the eyes narrowed to mere slits. “Did this disguised Zeta tell you to say that?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her for years,” Jon said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jon said. 
 
    “What are years?” 
 
    It took Jon a moment. “A year is a unit of time.” 
 
    “Nonsense. This is no such thing as time.” 
 
    “It’s real to us.” Jon rubbed his forehead, thinking, until his hand dropped away. “Tell me. Have you ever left the void?” 
 
    “That’s it. I’ve had enough of your tomfoolery. I am hereby commandeering your vessel in my name. I will show it off as a relic of folly and fantasy to the others. They will finally believe me about the antics of the Sisters of Enoy. Do you know how often I’ve told them we must eradicate the Sisterhood?” 
 
    “For twenty thousand years,” Jon guessed. 
 
    “There you go again with years. I told you they don’t exist.” 
 
    “I’ve lived over forty years,” Jon said. “Thus, I know that years and time exists. It is merely the property of the void—” 
 
    “Do you know, you little fleshly creep, that I’ve become heartily sick of you. Prepare to dissolve, flesh creature.” 
 
    The shimmering, electrical creature aimed an elongated arm at Jon, aiming its longest finger. It seemed to swell and crackled with sound— 
 
    “Cronus,” Jon said on inspiration. 
 
    With a jerk, the arm lowered and the slit eyes widened just a little. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Cronus—have you ever heard of Cronus?” 
 
    “Of course, I have. I’m the one who helped him trap those onerous Sisters of Enoy. What a yelp they gave. How is the egotist doing?” 
 
    “Cronus is dead.” 
 
    “No kidding? He claimed he would out-exist me. I told him he was insane to think that.” 
 
    “Just a minute,” Ester said from sensors. “You said years are nonexistent, as if implying that time does not exist. How could you outlive someone if time isn’t real?” 
 
    “Who is she?” asked the electrical creature. 
 
    “One of my assistants,” Jon said. 
 
    “She’s got a clever little mind for a monkey-brain. Hey, girl, that was a joke. Do you know what a joke is?” 
 
    “I do,” she said. “But what are you?” 
 
    “You’re quick, I’ll give you that. Call me…Phase One.” 
 
    “That’s a name?” Ester asked. 
 
    “Try it,” he said. 
 
    “Phase One,” Ester said. 
 
    “Yes, what can I do for you?” 
 
    Ester glanced at Jon. 
 
    Jon was beginning to wonder if Phase One—if that was his name—was insane. He didn’t act like a superior energy being should. 
 
    “Sir,” Jon said. 
 
    “Call me Phase One, why don’t you?” 
 
    “Phase One—” 
 
    “That’s me,” the electrical creature said. 
 
    “What is your purpose coming here?” 
 
    “Oh that,” Phase One said. “You want to go back to that, do you? Tired of living, are you? Well, suit yourself. I am hereby commandeering this vessel. You and your crew must vacate now.” 
 
    “We can’t,” Jon said. 
 
    “I thought you would say something like that. Well, prepare to cease then. I’m—” 
 
    The hatch to the bridge opened and the Centurion at the head of three Confederation Marines charged onto the bridge. The Centurion was gaunt-faced and muscular and wore a helmet and combat vest. He also hefted a huge and heavy-looking weapon made all of chrome. The heavy weapon was longer than he was tall. One other Marine held a similar weapon. 
 
    “Go away,” Phase One told the Centurion and his men, “unless, of course, you want to die this instant.” 
 
    “Are you serious about your threat?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Dead-on serious, monkey-brain,” Phase One said. 
 
    “Fire,” Jon said. 
 
    “What are you saying?” asked the electrical alien. 
 
    The Centurion needed no more prodding than that. With a grunt, he hefted the heavy weapon so the back part rested on his right shoulder. He aimed at the flickering, shimmering energy being and pulled the trigger. 
 
    A gout of red force poured against Phase One. The second-armed Marine likewise fired. At the second discharge, Phase One unraveled as he screamed. He simply ceased existing and was no more. 
 
    Jon let out a nervous laugh. He looked around the bridge, but there was no sign of the strange void alien. 
 
    “Good work, Centurion,” he said. “You killed it.” 
 
    The Centurion gave the faintest of nods as he lowered his giant chrome weapon. 
 
    “Whew,” Gray Saint the Helmsman said. “I thought we were goners for sure.” 
 
    “Don’t gloat too soon,” Ester said. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Saint. 
 
    “Look at the main screen and you’ll see why not,” Ester replied bluntly. 
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    Jon turned around to stare at the main screen. On it appeared six more pulsating vessels like the first. Even as the six moved into position around the first, the first started to dissolve. As the six reached it and stopped, the first no longer existed, as it was gone. 
 
    The chrome weapon, an electrical-entity-slaying gun called a phasor, was a product of Sacerdote ingenuity. Bast’s team had thought up, designed and produced several after long talks regarding the Sisters of Enoy. Jon and others had thought it a good idea to have a weapon against such aliens…just in case. 
 
    Sacerdote ingenuity and human cussedness had worked well together in producing the phasors. In light of the six new vessels, though, the Centurion’s quick action in killing Phase One no longer seemed as wise. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Jon asked Ester. 
 
    The mentalist studied her Enoy scope. “I don’t know, sir.” 
 
    “What do you expect them to do?” Jon asked. 
 
    Ester looked up. “Given the actions of Phase One, I would think they’ll attack us.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jon said, “that’s exactly my thinking.” He studied the six vessels. They pulsated slowly, but neither moved nor attacked. “Centurion, any suggestions?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the Centurion said. “Run—or attack first.” 
 
    “Right,” Jon said to himself. How did one outrun void denizens? By using the null-splitter and rushing away into reality. Yet, wasn’t there anything he could salvage from this encounter? Surely, these beings knew where the void planet was, or how to reach it, in any case. 
 
    “Sir,” Ester said. “One of the ships is—would one call it getting ready to fire? Or is this their form of void travel?” 
 
    “Centurion,” Jon said, “take your men onto the other side of the hatch, take the phasor rifles with you. But be ready to jump back in and destroy the alien.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the Centurion said. “Let’s go, men.” 
 
    The Marines filed out. As the hatch shut, the next electrical discharged bolt zigzagged at the Nathan Graham. 
 
    “Sir,” Ester said, “are we going to presume this shot will act just like the first?” 
 
    “Yes. That sounds logical.” 
 
    Ester frowned. “Phase One did not act or speak logically. If he’s a good representative of these…” 
 
    Jon faced forward in time to see another electrical entity form into shape on the bridge. Like the first, this one sprouted a head, two arms and two legs. It flickered taller than Phase One did, however, and its slit eyes were orange colored. It was also considerably brighter. 
 
    “Slayers,” the entity said. “What do you have to say for yourselves?” 
 
    “I’m Jon Hawkins, commander of this ship. What are you doing trespassing onto my vessel?” 
 
    “I’m staging an interrogation,” the alien said. “If you fail to pass the interrogation—” 
 
    “At my orders,” Jon said, interrupting, “Phase One died.” 
 
    “You slew him here? You admit that?” 
 
    “I gave the order, as he was trespassing and threatened my people with extermination. Therefore, we defended ourselves. I hope I do not have to order the same for you.” 
 
    “Now see here—what was your name?” 
 
    “You can call me Jon.” 
 
    “Jon, I’m Gorion Vult of the Free Souls of Kemp. The one you slew was not called Phase One. He meant that as a joke. His name—well, that is unimportant at this juncture. He was a Free Soul of Kemp, however, if an eccentric member of the association. Did he truly threaten you with extinction?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Jon said. “He also said there was no such thing as time.” 
 
    “Did he now? Yes, I could see him saying such to the likes of you. He wanted to rattle your flesh cage. I see he did. Jon of Hawkins, owner of this ship, you will have to pay a steep cost for your slaying. The Free Souls of Kemp do not take kindly to such precipitous action. We are void travelers in the strictest sense of the word. You are sojourners.” 
 
    “That’s the same thing,” Ester said. 
 
    “Does she speak as your mouthpiece?” 
 
    “No,” Jon said. 
 
    “You will reprimand her later?” 
 
    “Given I’m alive.” 
 
    “Yes…you’re right. You shall all die for your crime. It is only just. Do you have any last words?” 
 
    “Gorion Vult—” Jon said. 
 
    “Gorion Vult the First, if you please.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Jon said, who was feeling more surreal by the moment. “We are on a mission of highest importance—” 
 
    “Nonsense. You’re in the void. That means you have no more missions.” 
 
    Jon thought about that, the implications. “We can leave the void any time we desire.” 
 
    “So can I,” Gorion Vult said, “by ceasing to exist. That proves nothing significant other than a serious death wish.” 
 
    “I’m searching for a planet,” Jon said. 
 
    “In the void?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jon said. “Cronus—” 
 
    Gorion Vult took a step back. “What did you say? No! Don’t repeat the name. Wait. You said or suggest that Cronus told you about a planet in the void?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jon said. 
 
    “Ah….how very, very interesting,” Gorion Vult said. “I have changed my mind. Your action fits the crime. We are stepping aside and wish you a quick finding of the…you called it a planet?” 
 
    “Do you know where it is?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gorion Vult said. Abruptly, the energy creature dissolved, and with a streak of light headed for a bulkhead. 
 
    “There,” Ester said. “He’s going back.” 
 
    On the main screen, Jon, Ester and Gary Saint saw a lightning bolt zigzagging back to its vessel. Upon reaching the ship and disappearing into it, the vessel began to pulse again. All six did. As the vessels pulsed, they began to head away from the Nathan Graham at speed. 
 
    Soon, Ester could no longer find them on her Enoy scope. 
 
    Jon sat back on his command chair, mentally exhausted by the two encounters. 
 
    “Uh, are we still sure we want to find this planet, sir?” Saint asked. 
 
    Before Jon could answer, the hatch opened and the rest of the bridge crew hustled in, all of them asking at once what was going on. 
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    For the next several ship sleep cycles, debates raged aboard the Nathan Graham about what kind of aliens they’d met and what their actions and words meant concerning success for the rest of the voyage. Many were stunned at Phase One’s lack of sophistication. 
 
    “Why should we be stunned?” Gloria asked at one meeting. 
 
    “Because their technology level is so much higher than ours,” Bast said. 
 
    “Is that a given?” asked Gloria. “It is different, but is it better?” 
 
    “We can’t do what he did,” Bast said. 
 
    “Can a fish walk?” 
 
    “A certain type of catfish can,” Bast said. “I learned all about it during my wanderings on Earth.” 
 
    “Can a goldfish walk on land?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Not to my knowledge,” Bast said. 
 
    “A dog can swim and even plunge underwater. The dog is far superior in that way to the fish, even though the fish has superior locomotion while the two of them are in the water.” 
 
    “What is your point?” asked Bast. 
 
    “Could the energy beings travel in our reality?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Bast said. 
 
    “I’ve watched the bridge video seven times,” Gloria said. “I’m most struck at how Gorion Vult had no conception about leaving the void. That would imply he cannot.” 
 
    “He’s the goldfish in this instance,” Bast said. 
 
    “Correct,” Gloria said. “We are in his realm. We are more advanced than he is, for he cannot go into our realm.” 
 
    The ponderous Bast nodded slowly. “I take your point. It is well reasoned.” 
 
    Gloria smiled, obviously enjoying the compliment. 
 
    Later toward the end of the sleep cycle, Gloria watched Jon closely as he rose from bed and donned his clothes. He noticed and was surprised. 
 
    “I thought you were asleep,” Jon said. “Did the nightlight wake you up?” 
 
    “No,” she murmured. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “You tell me, Jon?” 
 
    He stopped tying his shoe while sitting on his edge of the bed. “Ah…what’s that mean?” 
 
    “You know very well what it means?” 
 
    He frowned at her, and a glimmering of the trouble began to surface in his mind. “Does this have something to do with Ester?” 
 
    “So you do know. Why did you pretend not to know a moment ago?” 
 
    Jon shook his head. “Gloria, why don’t you tell me what’s wrong. Let’s reason this out.” 
 
    “Do you still love me, Jon?” 
 
    He blinked in surprise at the question, wondering if she’d been taking her DE-16 injections. Then, another possibility struck. 
 
    “Okay.” He pulled off both shoes and scooted back into bed, climbing to his wife. 
 
    She turned away from him. “Please don’t touch me.” 
 
    “Gloria,” he said, taking her shoulders and turning her back to him. He took her elfin chin between the fingers of his right hand. “What kind of nonsense has that mentalist mind concocted?” 
 
    Gloria searched his face, soon saying tightlipped, “Do you remember during the meeting I told Bast that I’d watched the bridge video seven times?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t only studying the aliens. I also watched how you leaned toward Ester, how you put your hands on the back of her chair, waiting for her to bump up against you.” 
 
    “Gloria,” he said with a snort. 
 
    “That wasn’t all. You didn’t reprimand her when she obviously made her play.” 
 
    “What play?” 
 
    “Your will is my command.” 
 
    “Oh, that. Believe me, I didn’t know it was a play.” 
 
    “Is that the truth?” 
 
    Jon blinked several times before saying, “The truth… Okay, now that I rethink the event, I did think that was somewhat strange. In fact, I could see—especially for a literal-minded mentalist—that would be as good as suggesting I go to her cabin.” 
 
    “Is that where you’re headed tonight?” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” 
 
    Gloria searched his eyes again. “I’m not sure. Maybe.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not. I have no desire to sleep with Ester. She’s a stick. She’s too young. But most importantly, she isn’t my wife. Look, babe, I know you don’t always approve of my belief in Christ Spaceman.” 
 
    “It used to be just ‘God.’” 
 
    “I know. I’ve been thinking about all those things Miles Ghent used to say. I think Christ Spaceman is God, the Creator. It’s—” 
 
    “Jon,” she said, “I don’t want to get into your theology. What about your beliefs make any difference about all this?” 
 
    “The Good Book tells me to be faithful to the wife of my youth. That’s you, babe. It also says I’m supposed to control my appetites, my lusts. I try to do just that.” 
 
    “Note the operative word: try.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, because I’m not perfect,” Jon said. “I make mistakes. But one mistake I never will make is sleeping with anyone other than you.” 
 
    Once more, Gloria searched his face. “That little Martian minx, she had me thinking… Jon, if you don’t want her, let me tell you that she most certainly wants you, in the worst way.” 
 
    “Assign her elsewhere then,” Jon said. 
 
    “That wouldn’t be fair.” 
 
    Jon laughed. “I’m not worried about fair in this. I’m not risking our relationship in order to uphold some weird perfect standard of fair play for underlings. If she’s imperiling my marriage, she’s no longer welcome on the bridge. Find some other department for her.” 
 
    “Are you certain about that?” 
 
    “One hundred percent,” Jon said. 
 
    “Oh, darling,” Gloria said, grabbing, hugging his neck, pulling him down. “Do you have to leave right away?” 
 
    Jon kissed her. “No, not right away,” he said with a wink. “Maybe I could help you get back to sleep.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I would like that…” 
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    Three ship sleep-cycles later, Jon was in his ready room, trying to study the papers he’d written while under the influence of the Cronus echo. He studied like this every few sleep cycles, but had come up empty each time and had always stopped after no more than fifteen minutes of studying. 
 
    There was a knock on the hatch. 
 
    Jon pressed a switch. 
 
    The hatch opened, and ponderous Bast Banbeck entered. The hatch closed behind him. 
 
    Bast shuffled to the desk, sitting in one of the heavy-duty chairs, making it creak under his immense weight. If anything, he’d gained weight during the void voyage. Maybe his choice of attire showed that. He wore a blue magisterial robe with fox fur lining the collar. 
 
    “You look tired,” Jon said from behind the desk. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Anything in particular?” 
 
    “Nothing more than the void,” Bast said. “It has begun weighing on me. Cil suggests it’s time to break the code or give it up.” 
 
    Cil was the name of his wife. Her full name had been Cil Derwe. She was now Cil Banbeck, as the Sacerdotes as a group had decided to follow the human custom in this. 
 
    “By code,” Jon said, “you mean this?” He tapped the folder of papers on his desk. 
 
    “I do. Are you game?” 
 
    Jon leaned back in his chair, putting his feet up on the desk. 
 
    “Do you mind?” asked Bast, tapping his edge of the desk. 
 
    “Be my guest.” 
 
    Bast grunted and raised heavy, hairy legs, his enormous toes visible because he wore sandals instead of shoes like Jon. As Bast leaned back, he interlaced his fingers together over his huge gut. 
 
    “I like this,” Bast said. “It is a restful, thoughtful pose.” 
 
    “You remind me of the ancient hippies of Earth.” 
 
    “Who were they?” 
 
    “Some people I’ve read regarded them as shaggy dogs that laid around complaining all day long, never doing any productive work.” 
 
    “And I remind you of them?” 
 
    “It was their attire. You wear similar clothes as they did, down to the sandals.” 
 
    “And that offends you?” 
 
    “Bast, you’re my friend. Can’t we joke anymore?” 
 
    “I’ll agree to that if you have something to drink. I need something to lubricate my mind if we’re going to psyche ourselves up to do this.” 
 
    Jon took his feet off the desk and opened a bottom drawer. He took out an ancient bottle of Wild Turkey. 
 
    “Do you have one for yourself?” asked Bast. 
 
    Without answer, Jon brought up two shot glasses. He opened the bottle and poured himself a shot and Bast a bigger one. He slid that glass to Bast. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with that?” the Sacerdote asked with dismay. 
 
    Jon picked up his shot glass and raised it high. “Over the lips and past the gums, look out stomach because here it comes.” He tossed back the whiskey. 
 
    “I see,” Bast said. “Here, let me show you what I mean.” He, too, took his feet off the desk and politely slid the shot glass back to Jon. Then Bast reached and took the bottle by the neck. He rearranged himself first, putting his feet back on the desk. Then, he held the bottle high, saying, “Cheers!” 
 
    Bast put the bottle to his lips and started chugging. He got halfway before he tore the bottle from away and started coughing, with his eyes watering. “Ah…that hits the spot.” 
 
    “Why ‘cheers!’” asked Jon. “Because it doesn’t take a long time to say?” 
 
    Bast raised the bottle, tipping the neck in Jon’s direction. 
 
    Jon laughed as he nursed the second shot glass between his hands. 
 
    “More?” asked Bast. 
 
    Jon shook his head. 
 
    “Good,” Bast said, guzzling once more, finishing the bottle this time. The huge Sacerdote opened his mouth and belched loudly. “How about another one?” 
 
    “Aren’t we going to decipher the papers first?” 
 
    “Can I tell you something, my friend?” 
 
    With the flick of a hand, Jon gave him the go-ahead. 
 
    “We’re going to fail,” Bast said. “So, being that’s the case, let’s get stinking drunk before we turn around and head back for home.” 
 
    “How does that help us defeat the AI Dominion?” 
 
    “It doesn’t, but it does allow us to feel good for once this voyage. I’ve felt lousy since the first day.” 
 
    “No… I’m never turning back, not unless we have the answer.” 
 
    Bast regarded him. He still held onto the empty bottle by the neck. With an oath, the Sacerdote hurled the bottle to the side. It shattered against a bulkhead. 
 
    “I can’t stay in the void that long,” Bast said, hiccupping afterward. 
 
    “Everyone stays,” Jon said. 
 
    Bast blinked several times. “You’d better offer me another drink if you’re going to talk like that.” 
 
    Jon took his feet off the desk. 
 
    Bast smiled, maybe thinking he was going to get another bottle. 
 
    Instead, Jon hunched forward, regarding the giant alien. “I have one goal, my friend. I must destroy the AI Dominion. Nothing is going to stop me short of death. If you’re willing to kill me—” 
 
    “Jon! Saying that is repugnant.” 
 
    “So is the idea of turning around, about quitting before we find this planet and get our tech trove.” 
 
    “It might be impossible.” 
 
    “How does the Confederation stop a truly giant AI Fleet?” 
 
    Bast shook his head. “If it’s as vast as you’re implying, the Confederation doesn’t. It picks up its toys—as you humans say—and runs away for another day.” 
 
    “Premier Benz once suggested that.” 
 
    “I know. He’s dead. And—please, Jon, I need another drink.” 
 
    Slowly, Jon opened the bottom drawer and brought up another Wild Turkey bottle. He slid it across to Bast. 
 
    The huge alien grabbed it and cracked the seal. In a moment, he was guzzling, sighing and guzzling more. It was quite the performance, if that sort of thing impressed one. 
 
    Once finished with the bottle, Bast hurled it at the same bulkhead as before, with the same results of showering glass. 
 
    “Now, I can listen to you to talk, my friend, because the click has taken place.” 
 
    “What click?” 
 
    Bast tapped his forehead. “Sometimes, reality is a little too formidable. That becomes wearisome if one bears it longer than several days. Then, my mind needs to click, to switch onto a different track, an alcohol-fueled state. I’m almost there, too.” 
 
    “Three years ago, you drank to excess as well.” 
 
    Bast nodded. “You can blame me for Lugo Malagate. I know I do. It’s one of the reasons I need a click.” Bast cocked his head. “What you do know? I think it did it. Excellent! What are we going to do again? Ah, yes, read your mystical writings. Isn’t that what Gloria calls them?” 
 
    Jon studied the folder. He’d written the stack of papers in there. He opened the folder and took the first page. He studied the symbols seemingly drawn at random. As he completed the reading, there was a light tap in his mind. He flipped that paper over on the desk and took the second page. 
 
    “Is it making sense?” asked Bast. 
 
    Jon raised a hand as he continued to read the second page. The tap tap-tapped this time, making him wince.  
 
    He flipped that page over as he read each one in succession. He winced more, hunched his shoulders more and his upper back muscles began to tighten as if they would cramp horribly. By twisting in his seat, he kept that from happening. His mind throbbed, but he would not quit reading. He could not quit. If they couldn’t find the planet, they would likely never figure out how to use the Subspace Teleport Device. That wasn’t the only way to defeat the AIs. In fact, it might not even be a way. It was just…with teleporting warships, he could run rings around an enemy fleet. He would pop near, launch missiles, pop away and watch the results. It would give the Confederation a chance against a truly massive AI fleet. 
 
    “Jon, Jon,” Bast said. “Snap out of it.” 
 
    Jon’s head wobbled back and forth as Bast shook him by the shoulders from behind. Jon didn’t recall Bast getting up. 
 
    “Okay,” Jon said. “You can stop.” 
 
    The huge fingers released his shoulders. 
 
    Jon panted and he noticed that his chin was wet. He touched his face, finding drool all over the lower part. With a sleeve, he wiped his lips, cheeks and chin. 
 
    Bast went around the desk, practically collapsing into his former chair. He watched Jon. 
 
    “So, what happened?” Jon asked. 
 
    “You were foaming at the mouth and shaking like an epileptic fit. Even as you did that, though, you were trying to flip over the next sheet and read it.” 
 
    Jon couldn’t remember that, but he was tired, and his muscles were sore. His eyes hurt and his head— 
 
    He sat up straight. For just a moment, in his mind’s eye, he saw a gas giant with Saturn-like rings. The planet smiled at him. No. That was wrong. It was a wolfish grin of cosmic hunger. The planet desired him, wanted to feast on the lot of them in gruesome ways. 
 
    “No,” he whispered, looking up at Bast. 
 
    “Bad news, huh?” asked Bast. 
 
    Jon nodded wordlessly. The papers weren’t an answer, but a trap, a Cronus trap. Yet…why would Cronus, the particle, the echo in his mind, wish to trap those on the Nathan Graham? Was he even thinking rationally about this? Maybe the papers were delusions, the ramblings of a sick or possessed mind. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Bast said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What puts such a defeatist look on your face?” 
 
    Jon glanced at the second shot glass, grabbed it like a drowning man, and drank the whiskey fast. He coughed afterward. 
 
    “I…I think I understand something now,” Jon said after he stopped coughing. “The echo in my mind was Cronus’s last gasp for existence. The pages are a lure, a hidden promise. The echo knew we’d failed with the Subspace Teleport Device. Or maybe it had always known we would fail to figure it out. Cronus must have known that when he’d agreed to my plea three years ago. I’m beginning to believe that the planet we seek possesses unexplainable powers, one of those powers of a highly creative sense. I think…Cronus, the echo, I mean, believed the planet could remake Cronus through the echo in my mind.” 
 
    “Why would this planet want to do that?” Bast asked. 
 
    Jon shook his head. 
 
    Bast snorted. “Those are fantastic precepts, my friend. They sound like delusions to me. Firstly, I doubt a planet has such powers.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Bast waved a hand in the air. “I’ll give you a competing theory. I’ve listened to you describe your fight against the darkness in you, the echo. You felt it isn’t gone.” 
 
    “Not completely, no,” Jon said. 
 
    “All this today is simply another of its methods, another mental judo blow against you.” 
 
    “How so?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Making you believe that your is quest impossible.” 
 
    “Why would it want to do that?” 
 
    “Yes…” Bast said. “What reason? What reason? Ah,” he said, straightening. “I’ll give you a reason. It needs time to reassert control of you. You foiled it before, and now you’re using the lure it used in the first place.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Bast nodded with drunken certainty. “Yes! This is evidence we’re on the right track. The echo has left you alone since the choking fight in your mind. It doesn’t want a rematch anytime soon and for good reason. You’re a monomaniac about the AIs. It drives you. That’s the edge you needed to keep the echo madness at bay.” 
 
    “You think I’m mad?” 
 
    “Did I say that?” Bast asked. “I meant something else.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    Bast stared at Jon. “You were having a fit a short time ago, foaming at the mouth and shaking uncontrollably. It was hideous, and I didn’t know what to do. Yet, you still tried to read the next page. You’re obsessed. I don’t know what to think. If I hadn’t drunk so much whiskey—” 
 
    Bast slapped both huge hands onto the armrests of his chair. “Let’s go home, Jon. You were right. There’s no use going on. Cronus’s echo is using you.” 
 
    Jon cocked his head. Was it possible they’d traveled through the void too long? Were they all going mad, but none of them realized it yet? There was something nibbling at the edge of his mind. The Nathan Graham had traveled through the void. There was a planet, a ringed gas giant with tremendous powers. But the void was the cessation of reality. Thus, a planet could never have formed in the void, as nothing could form out of nothing. So…if that was so— 
 
    Jon stiffened, and he stared at the folder of papers. He went at them, flipping page after page until he came to the new calculations. He glanced at them, and his mouth dropped open. 
 
    He grabbed the page, folding it, jumped up and headed for the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Bast yelled. 
 
    Wordlessly, Jon rushed through the opening hatch. If he was right— 
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    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Gloria said. 
 
    “It’s what we have to do,” Jon insisted. 
 
    “But…how can you reverse the polarity of the null-splitter? It opens a path from reality to the null of reality, the void. There’s nothing to reverse.” 
 
    “It sounds paradoxical, I know,” Jon said. “But the planet is on the other side of the void from our universe. Call it a reverse universe. This is the spot, though.” 
 
    “What spot?” 
 
    “The weakness in the fabric of…of existence, I guess. I don’t know, Gloria. This isn’t my area of expertise. I read the papers I wrote, or a lot of them. I saw the planet. It smiled at me. I thought that meant it wanted to devour us, that Cronus, the echo, was tricking us. But this is the reverse. The planet wants to help us.” 
 
    “None of this makes sense, Jon. It’s like a bad acid trip. Bast was right. We should just go home and defeat the AIs in some other manner if we can. The void is too strange for us. We’ve all used DE-16 far too long. It has addled our thoughts. The void helped us through a stage with the AIs. It gave us an edge here and there. But I’ve begun to wonder if it’s the void that caused the echo in your mind, rather than Cronus.” 
 
    “I saw the planet smiling at me, Gloria.” 
 
    “Do you even realize how crazy that sounds? Jon, look, I know, you’re the one who never gives up. But you have given up.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You’re fighting the wrong enemy. This is about the AI Dominion conquering Life, us this time, in the Confederation. The void has leeched something from us all this time. We have to get our heads screwed back on if we’re going to face the real menace.” 
 
    “What about the Sisters of Enoy?” 
 
    “They helped us, too. Now, though, we have other allies, normal allies, we have factory planets and—Bast and his team have the problem of figuring out the Subspace Teleport Device. That’s his job; it isn’t yours. You’re taking on too many responsibilities. Yours is outfighting the AIs when they come.” 
 
    “And you got all this from me saying we need to the reverse the polarity of the null-splitter?” 
 
    “It just clicked for me,” Gloria said. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Click, it finally clicked. That’s how I know something is really right: when I feel the click in my thoughts.” 
 
    Jon and Gloria were in their cabin. She sat on the bed as he paced. He’d stopped pacing as he squinted at her. 
 
    “What happens now?” she asked. 
 
    “Let me think.” 
 
    “We need to go home now, Jon. This voyage has everyone on edge. We’re all going crazy.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he murmured. “Let me think this through. I’ll give you my answer in an hour.” 
 
    Gloria raised her eyebrows. “You promise?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Jon exited their cabin, shoved his hands in his front pockets and stared walking fast. Something was off. Gloria should not have said “click.” Bast saying it had sounded weird as it was. The two of them would not have independently said such an unusual thing. 
 
    What did their word usage mean? Why was the reverse polarity of the null-splitter a bad idea? Why had he seen a smiling ringed gas giant in his mind’s eye? 
 
    As Jon walked, his head thrummed. Something was off, but he didn’t know what. Gloria had a point. They needed to concentrate on the AIs. Yet, they had used the void, searched for the void planet— 
 
    Jon stopped as he withdrew his hands from his pockets. He pulled the folded paper from where he’d put it and unfolded it, studying the strange calculations. 
 
    His mind began throbbing instead of thrumming. He refolded it again, put it in a pocket and started sprinting. It was possible that he’d just stumbled upon the answer. Bast had known all along. He’d told Gloria before, and she had related the Sacerdote’s words some time ago. If that was the answer, then he had to unravel—no, he had to activate it now before they ran out of time. 
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    Jon hurried through the bridge into his ready room. Bast hadn’t cleaned up the broken whiskey bottles, but that didn’t matter. He had to get to the folder of papers on the desk. 
 
    Jon took out the folded paper in his pocket and put it in the correct place in the sheaf of papers. He had to read them this time without foaming at the mouth or having a fit. I have to force myself to remain lucid throughout the reading. 
 
    He sat at the desk. He spread his hands on either side of the folder. He breathed deeply, composing himself. No one had been able to read the “spell” to completion—that’s what Bast Banbeck had called it. In a sense, it was a spell. Jon didn’t think it was truly supernatural or magic. It wasn’t normal, though, as it didn’t belong to reality, or their reality. The idea of reversing polarity must have been correct in some fashion. The planet—the planet-sized intelligence—wasn’t from their reality. Neither could it have been from the void, at least, originally. Cronus had stumbled upon a truth there, or he’d stolen from the giant otherworldly intellect. That was why Bast and his team couldn’t figure out how to activate the Subspace Teleport Device. The thing did not work along normal physics or natural laws. It was unnatural or supernatural in a specific sense: it did not belong or originate in their regular universe. 
 
    Jon breathed deeply through his nostrils. He composed his mind, and he kept as his central focus the thought that without this device functioning for them, the Confederation was doomed. Maybe with the device the Confederation would be doomed as well. One was a certainty. The other was a possibility. 
 
    Are you saying there’s a chance? 
 
    Jon nodded to himself. He wanted more than a chance, but he did crave at least that. He wanted to win. He wanted to be the Alexander the Great of the Stars. He wanted to smash the AI robots to smithereens and destroy their Dominion forever. Yet, who was he to want such a grand thing? 
 
    “I’m Jon Hawkins,” he said. “That’s my ambition, my desire. I am a soldier. If I can, I will defeat the robots that have murdered a galaxy of living things.” 
 
    With that, Jon turned to the pages he’d written, doodled, drawn and scribbled in a mad frenzy. He read slowly and carefully. He felt his mind slipping more than once. He clamped onto his want, his goal of smashing the robots. It beat in him like a pounding drum calling him to war. Millions—trillions had died on the altar of the Death Machines’ program. For them, it wasn’t a vital desire, but a program they followed with blind, machine obedience. 
 
    “I’m your enemy,” Jon declared. After that, he continued to read, to ingest what the wild papers told him. 
 
    He conjured with the notes. He wove something new in his mind, reordering its patterns into something different. He wanted to foam at the mouth, to shiver and shake, to bellow like a lunatic. He did not. He would never beat the Death Machines if he did that. The burning desire carried him forward this time…until he realized he’d slapped the last page onto the pile. 
 
    He was finished reading, and he…he shivered with freezing, numbing cold. 
 
    As he sat, fog began to form around him. It was cold, so very cold. The fog thickened until it blotted out the ready room, including the desk and chairs. He shivered uncontrollably and found that his clothes had vanished and that flat discs were pressed against his pimpled, shivering flesh. 
 
    A foggy tendril appeared. It was ethereal but it held a small bronze device. The foggy tendril set the bronze element on his chest. It radiated heat until Jon ceased shivering. 
 
    “CAN YOU HEAR ME?” a low but powerful voice reverberated against him. 
 
    “I hear you. Are you the planet?” 
 
    “THAT WILL SUFFICE FOR NOW.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    “LET ME RECALIBRATE. YES. THINKING OF ME AS A PLANET WILL SUFFICE FOR YOU FOR NOW.” 
 
    “You knew Cronus?” 
 
    “CRONUS THE THIEF I KNEW WELL.” 
 
    “Why did you bring us here?” 
 
    “I DID NOT. YOU CAME TO ME.” 
 
    “You provided the means.” 
 
    “IF YOU MEAN THE MANUSCRIPT, YES, I SUPPOSE THAT IS TRUE.” 
 
    “The one I penned?” asked Jon. 
 
    “YOUR WILL DID NOT DRIVE YOUR FINGERS THEN, BUT YOUR FINGERS PENNED IT, YES.” 
 
    “Why did you cause that to happen?” 
 
    “I WANTED CRONUS. I HAVE VOWED TO PUNISH HIM. ALAS, YOU HAVE HELPED CAUSE HIS DEMISE. I KNOW THAT NOW.” 
 
    “Are you studying us?” 
 
    “IT PASSES THE TIME. YOU ARE ALL QUITE DULL CREATURES. THE ONLY THING OF NOTE IS YOUR MANIA. I WAS ABOUT TO DISCARD THE LOT OF YOU, ALONG WITH YOUR VOID SHIP. NOW…I HAVE CHANGED MY MIND. ASK ME, HUMAN, AND I WILL GRANT IT: ONE BOON.” 
 
    “Before I ask a boon, may I know why you’re granting it?” 
 
    “FOR HELPING TO SLAY THE CRONUS THIEF. I IMAGINE YOU CAUSED HIM GREAT MENTAL ANGUISH. IMAGINE, GNATS SLAYING A GIANT.” 
 
    “What about your Subspace Teleport Device?” 
 
    “KEEP IT. YOU WILL NEVER USE IT AS HE DID.” 
 
    “I need the technology.” 
 
    “THAT MAY BE SO. BUT YOU WILL NEVER BE ABLE TO POWER IT TO DO WHAT CRONUS DID.” 
 
    “Can I use it at all?” 
 
    “IN A MOST LIMITED FASHION.” 
 
    “That is the boon, then. I want knowledge. I want to use the device so I can defeat the AIs.” 
 
    “YOUR REALITY IS QUITE DIFFERENT FROM MINE. CRONUS COULD BARELY MAKE IT WORK. YET, YOU HAVE MADE YOUR REQUEST. I HAD HOPED…WELL, IT DOESN’T MATTER. I WILL GRANT YOU THAT, AND I WILL RELEASE YOUR SHIP SO IF YOU ARE RESOURCEFUL, YOU CAN RETURN TO YOUR PUNY CONFEDERATION.” 
 
    “Will we defeat the robots?” 
 
    “I NEITHER KNOW NOR CARE. GOOD-BYE, GADFLY. I BID YOU ADIEU.” 
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    Leaving was dreamlike and surreal. Maybe the planet, the reverse-polarity creature, had vanity of sorts. Maybe it wished the entities it had studied to know they had been used and possibly abused. 
 
    Whatever the fog meant—had that happened off or on the Nathan Graham—Jon never knew. None of the rest of the crew did either. 
 
    This Jon did know. He spoke to the creature in a dense fog, and all sensations of being on the void ship were gone. Was the fog an astral projection? Had that been the natural state of the beings that had obeyed the planet’s bidding? The crew could speculate, but none of them could know. 
 
    Jon had spoken to the planet and made his request. Sensations and awareness fled after that. He never knew if he moved, if someone moved him, but awareness began to return as a klaxon blared on the bridge. 
 
    Jon raised his head with a feeling of disorientation. He hadn’t been sitting on his command chair before, he was sure of it. Yet, he sat here as Gloria manned her station, Bast sat at another station and Gary Saint manipulated the helm. There were others on the bridge, and each of them looked around in wonder. 
 
    “Why the alert?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Eh?” asked Jon. 
 
    “You punched in an alarm,” Gloria said. “Surely, you had a reason.” 
 
    “If I may interrupt,” Saint said. “The answer is on the main screen.” 
 
    Jon looked at the main screen, as did everyone else there. He saw the most bizarre sight of his life. A huge gas giant filled most of the screen. The gas giant was mostly orange with a deep purple ring around it. From the planet stretched two ethereal appendages. The appendages moved away from the Nathan Graham even as they sank into the bulk of the planet. 
 
    “Was the planet holding our ship?” Gloria asked. 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    “It looked as if it was holding and examining us the way we might an insect,” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon swallowed a lump down his throat. 
 
    “The stars,” Bast said. “What’s wrong with the stars?” 
 
    Jon’s gaze followed the Sacerdote’s words. Beyond the gas giant were ruby-colored stars in an all-white background. 
 
    “Space is white?” asked Saint. “I don’t remember it that way.” 
 
    Jon didn’t either. How could space be white? 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said. “Why did you sound the alarm?” 
 
    He shook his head wordlessly. 
 
    Abruptly, the klaxon quit. 
 
    The ethereal arms had dissolved. The Nathan Graham drifted away from the gas giant. 
 
    “My controls,” Ester said. She was on the bridge. That was odd, too. She’d been reassigned elsewhere. “My controls are moving on their own accord.” 
 
    Jon moistened his lips, wanting to ask something. 
 
    “The null-splitter is activating,” Ester said. 
 
    Jon blinked as he witnessed a rent opening in the white, in space. Behind the rent was the blackness of nothingness. 
 
    “This is preposterous,” Ester said. “The null-splitter is set wrong, reversed.” 
 
    “What?” Gloria said. “That’s flatly impossible. It has no meaning.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that,” Ester said primly. “And yet, I’m telling you the setting is reversed. We’re leaving…” 
 
    In his chair, Jon swiveled toward her. 
 
    Ester gestured helplessly. 
 
    “I don’t know how,” Saint said from the Helm, “but we’re moving. We’re heading toward the opening. Do you want us to enter the void, sir?” 
 
    Jon nodded. 
 
    “Sir?” asked Saint. 
 
    Jon looked around. Everyone was staring at him. “Yes,” he said. “Get us the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Maybe this is Hell,” Bast said. “I’m checking my sensors. Nothing is making sense. Where are we? Does anyone know?” 
 
    “We’re leaving, in any case,” Saint said. 
 
    “How did we get here?” Gloria asked. “Jon, do you remember?” 
 
    “It erased our memories,” Jon said. 
 
    “Who did?” 
 
    “The planet,” he said. 
 
    “Oh… I see. Well…how do you know that?” 
 
    “Because that’s the answer to the question we’re all silently asking,” Jon said. “We must have reversed polarity like I suggested earlier.” 
 
    “You did what?” Gloria demanded. 
 
    Jon stood, and as he did, a folder fell from his lap and thumped against the deck. He stared at the folder, and a hysterical laugh bubbled past his tight throat. 
 
    “We’re in the void,” Saint said. “The null portal is closing behind us.” 
 
    There was no snap, no noise, but the null portal closed, and the Nathan Graham was back in the void. 
 
    Bast stood and shouted wildly, shaking his huge hands at the ceiling. “We’re out of there. We did it. I don’t know what happened, but a great sense of evil just slid off me. I feel like a new Sacerdote.” 
 
    Jon squatted as he scooped up the folder. It was heavier than he remembered. He opened it, paging to the back. There were five new smooth sheets with close-set writing on them. A sense of expectation surged through him. 
 
    “Are you well?” asked Gloria. 
 
    Jon turned to her, and he found that he was grinning ear to ear. “We did it,” he said. “We have it.” 
 
    “You’re not making sense,” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon raised the folder. “I spoke to the planet. We spoke. He gave me what we need.” 
 
    “When did you speak?” 
 
    “Bast,” Jon said. “I have data here that will help you understand the Subspace Teleport Device. We’ve won so far. Now, we have to get home again.” 
 
    “Where are we?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “In the void,” Jon said. 
 
    “But our coordinates in the void in relation to reality, if we ripped free, is where?” 
 
    “Oh,” Jon said. “I don’t know. We’ll have to exit the void and take our measure, see how far we are from Earth. Then, we’ll use the void to hurry home.” 
 
    “First,” Gloria said, “you have to tell me what just happened?” 
 
    “I’m not completely sure. We went into the planet’s reality, and it nearly cost us our lives. I-I read the papers and they cleared my mind and let me see what was happening to us.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that we just proved the multiverse exists?” Ester asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Jon said. “Cronus stole from the planet. We killed Cronus. Thus, the creature or entity gave me one wish. He said the Subspace Teleport Device won’t work the same for us, but it will do something.” 
 
    Gloria shook her head. “I hate this voyage, but most of all, I hate the void.” 
 
    “I’ll second that,” Bast said. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Ester said, as she stared intently at Jon. “It’s helped to give us our biggest breaks.” 
 
    “The void…” Jon said. “It has bizarre properties, and I think we’re learning it bends reality—” 
 
    “It isn’t reality,” Gloria said. “That’s the point. That’s why I hate it. I think it’s been a great mistake using the void.” 
 
    “Using it for long voyages, at least,” Bast said. “That’s what causes us the most trouble.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Jon said. “We have to get home. We have to get ready for the AIs. I’m hoping this gives us the edge we need.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Gloria said, “because if this has been a wild goose chase, it may have cost us the war.” 
 
    Jon sat down in the command chair. He felt elation and an even greater weight settling onto his shoulders. They’d reached the planet without knowing how. How much of the journey had been delusion and how much of it real? He didn’t know. 
 
    “I’m still curious how you know any of what you do,” Gloria told Jon. 
 
    “I can understand that,” Jon said. He exhaled. “Let’s assess our situation and then take a look at the reality. We have to know how far we have left to travel. We have to reorient ourselves.” 
 
    “If we went into a reverse polarity universe,” Gloria said, “there’s no telling where we are.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jon said. “So, the sooner we figure that out, the better.” 
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    By using the null-splitter, the Nathan Graham exited a rent into reality, sliding out of the nullity of the void and into—dark space. In this dark space, the stellar medium was black and the stars white points of light. 
 
    “We’re back,” Gloria said with a sigh. 
 
    Jon started to laugh. Bast soon joined in. Soon, they were all laughing with pent-up, released tension. 
 
    While laughing, Ester manipulated her board, and the rent into reality closed. 
 
    Jon and the others quit laughing. He clapped his hands together. A great sense of anticipation filled him, and he didn’t know why. It felt as if he’d been swimming at great depths for a long time. 
 
    “Interesting,” he said. 
 
    “What is?” asked Gloria. 
 
    “The void is like plunging into the depths of a vast ocean. Life down there is so different. But that’s not the point I’m trying to make. It’s the pressure. The ship is built to take it, but the pressure is still out there, bearing down on our minds. Going into the void is like that.” 
 
    “This is my last void voyage,” Bast declared. 
 
    “Mine, too,” Gloria said. “I can’t take any more of this.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ester said slyly. “A strong mind can take anything. Isn’t that right, Commander?” 
 
    “Even a strong mind has its limits,” Jon said. 
 
    “I bet yours take more than others,” Ester said. 
 
    “Here, now,” Jon said. “Let’s focus on the task at hand. We have to figure out our location. Let’s all get to work on that.” He clapped his hands again for emphasis. 
 
    Each crewmember turned to their panel, working diligently. 
 
    Jon took that time to sit back. Had he really spoken to the planet? It all seemed vague, as if he’d indeed dreamed the incident and the dream was already beginning to fade from his memories. Would the tiny written script prove helpful to Bast? 
 
    Jon exhaled, realizing he never wanted to enter the void again either. Maybe in a military situation they could use the void in a tactical sense. These long voyages through the null realm—no, he’d had his fill. 
 
    “This is odd,” Ester said. 
 
    Jon swiveled toward her, but the skinny mentalist continued her computations. 
 
    “I think I might have something,” Bast said. “We’re in the Sagittarius Spiral Arm. I’d say we’re approximately three hundred and fifty-seven light-years from Earth.” 
 
    “Far,” Jon said, “but not excessive. It’s a reasonable voyage given what we’ve faced so far.” 
 
    “I’d like to confirm that first,” Gloria said. 
 
    “By all means.” Jon waited. 
 
    Eventually, Gloria looked up. “I have some odd readings that I don’t quite understand. But Bast is otherwise correct. We’re three hundred and fifty-eight light-years from Earth. As an aside, I do not detect any robot ships near us.” 
 
    “We should get started for home then,” Jon said. “We have to endure the void a little longer. Then, we can all take a long vacation—” 
 
    “Just a minute,” Ester said. She looked up at them with a long face. “I have some bad news. I think that’s the correct idiom. I suspect Gloria had her odd readings for the same reason I did. I, however, did not stop there. I kept going even though the news would be bad.” 
 
    “Ester, what is the point of these theatrics?” Gloria asked. “Is this about Jon?” 
 
    “I’m a mentalist,” Ester said. “I can compute your meaning, but I am amazed at you.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Gloria said. “And you’re not coming back on the bridge, by the way. You’re being reassigned.” 
 
    “Is that true, Commander?” Ester asked Jon. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Ah,” Ester said. She pursed her lips before giving Gloria a shark’s smile. “I had not realized I was such a threat. That is interesting indeed.” 
 
    Gloria reddened. 
 
    “Will you look at this—” Ester said. 
 
    “Stop,” Jon commanded. 
 
    Ester fell silent. 
 
    “What did you find?” he said. 
 
    Ester glanced from Gloria to Jon before nodding. “The distance is correct. However, according to my calculations, the Nathan Graham has been gone from Earth on its mission for nine entire years.” 
 
    Dead silence greeted her words. 
 
    “I triple-checked before I spoke,” Ester said. “You can trust my calculations.” 
 
    “Nine years?” Gloria whispered. 
 
    “I believe I understand what happened,” Bast said. 
 
    The others turned to the giant Sacerdote. 
 
    “I have read many of your myths,” Bast continued. “There is one about Fairy Land, the Elves, before they became like Pixies. In the myths, entering the Land of the Elves always came with grave risks. One of them was in staying much longer than expected, years, in fact. Perhaps entering the reverse polarity universe cost us in this lost time. Perhaps it’s lucky we didn’t stay longer or it would be decades we lost, not just nine precious years.” 
 
    “We have to race home,” Jon said. “It may already be too late. It may all be gone, destroyed.” 
 
    “Nine years,” Gloria said. “If Ester is correct—” 
 
    “I am,” Ester said. 
 
    “Yes, let us hurry home at once,” Gloria said. 
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    Zeta of the Fringe Patrol, of the Sisterhood of Enoy, had finally returned home to an electrical-gas giant close to the center of the galaxy. 
 
    Massive electrical storms raged within and across the Jovian-sized planet, a protean environment that sustained the millions of Sisters. 
 
    Interestingly, their temples, meeting houses and massed assemblies took place on the rocky center deep inside the unique electrical-gas giant. 
 
    Thousands of asteroid-hulled starships orbited the glorious home to the Sisterhood. The smallest vessel was a three-hundred-kilometer spheroid, the largest five times that. The Sisterhood had been fighting the AI Dominion for 20,000 years. One of their secrets to survival was a gargantuan spherical defensive belt that the robot ships had never fully penetrated. Fifty AUs from Enoy in a huge circumference was the beginning defensive equipment meant to destroy vast AI armadas. The spherical belt widened to an incredible 100,000 AUs from Enoy, filled with mines, missiles, electronic traps, nova bombs and other technical marvels that had baffled all robot ship assaults, lo, these 20,000 years. 
 
    Despite the thickness of the defensive belt, the stars surrounding Enoy were visible. This was near the center of the galaxy: a profusion of stars, tens of thousands, in fact, filling every angle of the stellar sky. Most of the stars were old red giants, but they made for a brilliant, incomparable beauty as seen from Enoy. The effect was to make it seem as if Enoy was inside a massive glittering gem. 
 
    The glorious sight calmed Zeta. She’d patrolled in the comparative darkness of the nearly starless fridge of the Orion Spiral Arm for seemingly time on end. 
 
    But now she was home. Zeta had reached home much faster than usual, traveling through the void to reach here. She’d done so alone in the Rose of Enoy, slaying the mutinous Ree before the start of the trip. Zeta had taught Jon Hawkins about the void, giving humanity the technology of quantum pi engines, reality generators and null-splitters. She’d also witnessed the obscene use humans had concocted by joining the power of null-splitters to create giant reality rips. Those rips had swallowed AI warships, engulfing them into null space where discontinuity had dissolved them. 
 
    Like all Sisters of Enoy, Zeta was composed of raw but organized energy. To a human eye, she looked like a humanoid lightning bolt with head, arms and legs. She’d saved the Centurion’s life once, rescuing him from Main 63, which had been in the process of dissolving in the void. Zeta had also vowed to tell the Archons of Enoy about the Confederation’s valiant struggle against the Dominion, and in the telling, to try to enlist greater Sisterhood aid. 
 
    Unfortunately, in helping humanity, Zeta had broken the Third Edict of strict non-interference. According to the tenets of Enoy, every species must evolve on its own, and if in doing so, the species perished to the AIs, it meant they were inferior. So far, the Sisters of Enoy had found that every species they’d observed were weak and inferior, eventually succumbing to the AI menace. 
 
    In helping the Confederation, Zeta had taken profoundly new action, and thus, less than a week after arriving home, Zeta found herself confined to the Auditorium for the Lewd and Mentally Insane. 
 
    The less said of her days in the Auditorium, the better. The one key point was that her days and nights were extremely draining. When the Archon Guards removed her from the Auditorium, Zeta had lost fifty percent of her energy, meaning she could appear as either a half-sized lightning bolt or the stick figure of one. She’d lost the energy—the raw essence of herself—in fending off repented assaults of the lewd and insane inmates. 
 
    Zeta was certain that had been planned on at least one Archon’s part. It would make her look small before her peers, small and therefore stupid or weak. For a Sister of Enoy, the two were the same. 
 
    The proceedings took place immediately. The guards did not give her time to reenergize or collect her thoughts. One moment, she fought off two demented Sisters in the Lewd House. The next, she found herself before the Great Council, brought into the mighty Assembly of Enoy. 
 
    It was a daunting experience. The Assembly of Enoy was ancient beyond belief. A vast angled wall of stone stood before her. In the myriad recesses were thousands of flickering Sisters of Enoy, theoretically her peers. All were larger; all contained more energy, zest and therefore by the standards of Enoy, had more worth. 
 
    Some on the Viewing Wall must have gone on fringe patrols before. Most had fought AI warships at one time in their long life. 
 
    On the bottom tier were five bloated Archons, great bluish balls of floating organized energy. These were the greatest of Enoy, the most personally organized, most energetic and proud. 
 
    A spotlight from above snapped on. The spotlight focused on poor little Zeta with her depleted figure of a humanoid lightning bolt. The vast assembly could judge for themselves how weak and silly she really was. Zeta of the Fringe Patrol—who was she to break the edicts of Enoy? She had been gone for many cycles of time. Now, the Archons would judge her actions before her peers and render their most sublime verdict. 
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    With the bright spotlight on her, Zeta had trouble seeing the Wall of Viewing before her. It towered with ancient customs, giving the proceedings today a sense of terrible gravity. The Archons must believe that what she’d done on the Fringe Patrol— 
 
    A great, faint blue ball of sizzling energy floated toward her. Zeta could feel the raw power emanating from the highest Archon of all, Sigma Dee of Carn, Her of the All-Seeing Eye. 
 
    Zeta quailed inwardly. Sigma Dee would make loud and bold pronouncements. Even the Sisters in the highest tier of the Wall of Viewing would easily be able to hear her. Zeta would have to shout to make herself heard up there. Her arguments would sound faint and therefore feeble. 
 
    Zeta gathered what strength she had left and made her lightning-bolt form shimmer with power. 
 
    Sigma Dee halted and expanded to twice her size, making an audible growling sound as she did. 
 
    A murmur of awe washed from the Wall of Viewing. By her action, Sigma Dee showed that she was deadly serious. The death penalty might be invoked today. That hadn’t happened for over ten thousand years. 
 
    “Zeta, of the Fringe Patrol Service,” Sigma Dee said in a grand voice. “You are here today to answer questions regarding your actions in the distant Spiral Arm of Orion, the most wretched, the most squalid of the spiral arms of our beloved galaxy. Are you ready to answer truthfully?” 
 
    “I am, Archon,” Zeta said. 
 
    The great ball of faint blue sizzling energy sprouted two tiny arms with ridiculously small hands. One of the hands rose up as if cupping an ear on the sizzling ball of energy, the better to hear the offender. 
 
    “Did you speak, tiny Zeta?” asked Sigma Dee, “or was that a squeak of terror you uttered?” 
 
    Laughter rolled from the Wall of Viewing. That laughter hurt Zeta, hurt her pride and made her quail inwardly once more. 
 
    “What did you say?” asked Sigma Dee. 
 
    “I am ready to speak,” Zeta shouted as loudly as she could. 
 
    “Oh. Well, why didn’t you say that in the first place?” 
 
    Zeta did not rise to the jibe. She felt so drained, almost confused by the swift proceedings. She had to regain her balance. She had to recall the ancient protocols. 
 
    “Tell me Zeta, Commander Zeta of the Rose of Enoy, did you find any AIs in your area of patrol?” 
 
    “Yes, Archon,” Zeta shouted. 
 
    The great Archon turned to the Wall of Viewing. “Notice how she whispers her answers. Does she fear to speak the truth? Is she afraid of ridicule? I can well believe that, given she broke the Third Edict.” The Archon turned to Zeta. “Did you break the Third Edict?” 
 
    “Yes,” Zeta shouted. 
 
    “Can you speak louder?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “Why not, Zeta of the Fringe Patrol?” 
 
    “Because you deliberately put me in the House of Lewd and Insane Sisters in order to weaken me,” Zeta shouted. 
 
    “You stand accused. Yet, now you accuse me?” 
 
    Zeta felt what little zest she possessed unraveling in her. What had she been thinking in aiding humanity? She’d broken the hallowed Protocols of Enoy. She’d believed that she had known best…because she’d been out there at the point of distant battle, not sitting smugly home creating more rules and dictates. Wasn’t that something Jon Hawkins would have thought? He’d used unorthodox methods and won victory against the AIs. Perhaps it was time to use Jon-Hawkins-style methods here at the Assembly of Enoy. 
 
    It was a novel idea, and Zeta wondered if it might provide her the greatest chance of success. 
 
    “Well, answer me, Zeta of the Fringe Patrol.” 
 
    Zeta drew up to her full height and shouted for all she was worth. “I accuse you of stupidity, Archon Sigma Dee.” 
 
    The great faint blue ball of energy hovered in place, perhaps surprised. That didn’t last long. “Are you challenging me for my seat on the Great Council, little Zeta?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then, your insane outburst only proves one thing: that I did right in placing you in the Lewd House.” 
 
    Zeta realized she couldn’t back down now. It was time to keep thrusting forward. “I accuse you of stupidity in your waging of the Great War against the AI Dominion,” Zeta shouted. “This is not a personal struggle for dominance in the Sisterhood, but the answer to our great dilemma, lo, these twenty thousand years.” 
 
    “Zeta, Zeta, Zeta, proclaim yourself weary and weak-willed, and I will forget you made these wretched accusations.” 
 
    “I will not recant. You are acting stupidly, Archon. You are not stupid, but your blind adherence to the old ways is insuring our eventual defeat to the robots.” 
 
    “Have you grown weary of life, little Zeta? Is that what this is about?” 
 
    “I’ve grown weary of fighting a losing battle, especially when I’ve seen the way to winning the Great War.” 
 
    “You have seen this?” 
 
    Zeta understood now what all the months of contemplation during the lonely journey home had meant. She’d been ingesting the ways of Jon Hawkins, the flesh creature with flashes of obscene brilliance. Life did not need to die. It could ultimately defeat the Death Machines. That was what she’d come to believe. It had taken this moment, however, for Zeta to realize the grand new truth. 
 
    “You are on trial,” Sigma Dee said. “Do you understand the ramifications of that?” 
 
    “I do. Just as I understand that you likely fear the truths I’ve learned out on the distant fringe.” 
 
    “I fear nothing about you.” 
 
    “Talk is cheap,” Zeta shouted. 
 
    “De-organize her,” a different Archon shouted from the bottom tier. “She’s babbling nonsense and—” 
 
    Sigma Dee whirled around to face the other Archon. “Are you telling me how to run the proceedings?” 
 
    Everyone on the Viewing Wall watched closely. 
 
    “No,” the large but smaller Archon said. “I beg your pardon. Please, proceed with the trial.” 
 
    Sigma Dee faced Zeta again. “Very well, if you have the strength, make your case. I will listen to your so-called truths. We will all listen. Convince us, if you can.” 
 
    “I ask for a short recess so that I may sup energy and—” 
 
    “The recess is denied,” Sigma Dee said. “State your truths, little Zeta. Do it now or return to the House of Lewd Insanity.” 
 
    Zeta shivered with dread. She was staking all on one throw of the dice, as Hawkins might say. If she failed to convince the others, they would likely de-energize her forever. She would cease existing and Jon Hawkins’ methods would likely never return to Enoy again, and the Death Machines would go on to eventually win. 
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    With the bright spotlight on her, Zeta found it hard to see into the stands, the wall of ancient stone holding thousands of her theoretical peers. She saw Sigma Dee easily enough and found the sight daunting. The other four Archons were on the bottom tier of stone. 
 
    Sigma Dee would let her talk for a time. At some point, though, the furiously logical assault from the greatest Archon would strike with devastating effect against her. 
 
    It would seem there was only one way for Zeta to convince her peers. Now, she needed the courage to take that way. 
 
    “I went on a long voyage of fringe patrol,” Zeta began. “There, I witnessed the usual and brutal killing and destruction by the Death Machines. They devoured Life, murdering one species after another.” 
 
    “Did you use the void during your patrol?” Sigma Dee asked. 
 
    “I did, Archon. I followed the ways as ordered by the Fringe Patrol Dictates.” 
 
    “That is false. You interfered with an inferior species. You destroyed AI warships to save the wretched flesh creatures.” 
 
    “I did so after witnessing a marvel,” Zeta said. “The flesh creatures—they call themselves humans—faced an AI Assault and defeated it. The humans not only halted their certain extinction, but they captured robot warships.” 
 
    “To what end?” asked Sigma. 
 
    “To start a hyperspace fleet of their own and take the fight to the enemy,” Zeta said. 
 
    “Elaborate.” 
 
    “The leader of the humans used captured enemy cyberships to attack and conquer robot star systems. The end was to gain control of factory planets in order to build more cyberships in use against the AI Dominion.” 
 
    “You did not destroy those factory planets as Fringe Patrol Dictates mandated?” 
 
    “I witnessed a marvel. I saw flesh creatures defeating robot ships. I wondered if here could be the fabled aliens that would have the will and strength to—” 
 
    “Wait,” Sigma Dee said, interrupting. “Are you suggesting these flesh creatures achieved what only the Sisterhood has so far?” 
 
    “No. But their courage gave me hope. Which of us still hopes that the Sisterhood will outlast the AI Dominion?” 
 
    “The robots will never destroy Enoy,” Sigma Dee declared. 
 
    “Never is a long time. The only way I know to ensure our survival is to terminate all the robots of the Dominion.” 
 
    “The Death Machines control three quarters of our galaxy,” Sigma Dee said. “What you suggest would take more than twenty thousand years to implement. It is impossible.” 
 
    “Jon Hawkins showed me that it isn’t.” 
 
    “First, let me be clear about something. Did you speak to this Hawkins?” 
 
    “Let me be clear,” Zeta said. “I aided Hawkins with Vestal missiles. I taught him about the void.” 
 
    A chorus of angry shouts arose from the Viewing Wall. 
 
    “I also gave him technology so humans could travel through the void.” 
 
    Zeta had to stop then because the hisses, shouts and screams of indignity became too loud for anyone to hear her. She’d broken the most ancient protocols of all, and they hated her for it. 
 
    After a time, Sigma Dee held up her hands. She brought silence to the assembly. “You’re saying that the humans can travel through the void?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then, our task is clear. We must send a battle fleet at once to the Orion Spiral Arm and destroy the humans. If we’re too slow, the humans might give the AIs our greatest secret. With quantum pi engines, reality generators and null-splitters, the robot ships could bypass our mighty belt of defense and appear here, destroying beautiful Enoy.” 
 
    “If you do that, Archon, then you will go down in our history as the stupidest of us all.” 
 
    The outraged shouts from the wall once more made it impossible to speak. 
 
    Zeta feared in that moment that Sigma Dee would rush forward and kill her. That it did not happen might have been because the Archon was as stunned by the statement as everyone else. 
 
    Finally, Sigma Dee shouted, “Come, Sisters, let us listen to the lunatic rave so we can understand the totality of her crimes. If you think this is the worst she did, it most certainly is not.” 
 
    Zeta realized that Sigma Dee must have found Ree’s hidden log. Zeta had searched the ship for it, but had never found it. At last, she’d concluded that Ree had never made a log. Now, though, it would seem that her second-in-command had done just that. If Sigma Dee knew about the joining energy of the null-splitters… 
 
    Zeta considered giving up. If she spoke the truth, the Sisters in the Wall of Viewing might swarm down and destroy her. How had she ever believed that she could make the Sisterhood understand what Jon Hawkins had done?  
 
    “Finish your vile testimony, Zeta. Let all the Sisters know what you’re suggesting they allow in the universe for all to practice.” 
 
    The painful silence after the outraged shouts caused Zeta to shiver. She could not quit now. Hawkins never did, and he’d achieved a miracle that no Sister had ever witnessed in the twenty thousand years of conflict. 
 
    “Sisters,” Zeta shouted in a high-pitched voice. “I saw an AI Fleet attack the human home system. The humans should not have fought, but fled while they could. They did not flee. Instead, I watched them destroy a Main and siege-ships. The humans defeated the AI Fleet, causing the rest of the robot vessels to run away. Never have I seen the like.” 
 
    “Tell us how the humans achieved this so-called heroic feat,” Sigma Dee said. 
 
    “The humans do not think like us,” Zeta began. “What they did seemed normal to them. They did not understand the obscene and hideous commingling they committed. Yet, though it was obscene, they defeated an AI Fleet and made the rest flee. I have never seen that before or even heard of it. The AIs fear Jon Hawkins and his Confederation.” 
 
    “That is enough bombast,” Sigma Dee said. “How did the void swallow an AI Main?” 
 
    Zeta shivered, feeling soiled just thinking about the method. “Sisters, they joined the energy of the null-splitters and created a vast opening into the void—” 
 
    Zeta got no farther than that, as the Sisters flowed down from the Wall of Viewing, rushing her in puritan rage. The last thing Zeta remembered was sizzling blasts striking her as a steamroller assault ground her into the stone floor. 
 
    If this was how de-energizing felt— 
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    Zeta regained consciousness by slow degrees. She felt cold, weak and disorganized, and she had no idea where she might be. The mob— 
 
    “She’s coming around,” a voice said. 
 
    Zeta heard the words, but she couldn’t concentrate enough to see around her. Strength flowed into her slowly. 
 
    “Zeta, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Sigma Dee?” Zeta asked in surprise. 
 
    “You’re in the Star Chamber, standing private trial before the Archons of Enoy.” 
 
    “You wish to quietly be rid of me?” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Sigma Dee said. “I wish for the truth in exacting detail. Clearly, that won’t take place in the Assembly. Your words incite the masses to murderous rage. Didn’t you realize what would happen?” 
 
    Zeta finally had enough energy to form eyes so she could examine her surroundings. She was inside a clear bubble of unknown construction. A clear outer prong on the bubble jutted near the faintly bluish ball of energy, Sigma Dee, Highest Archon of Enoy. Sigma watched her closely. 
 
    Behind the Archon was darkness. Zeta couldn’t tell if other Archons watched from the shadows. 
 
    It came to Zeta that this was an energy transfer bubble. Had Sigma Dee bestowed life-giving energy upon her? That made no sense whatsoever.  
 
    Sigma must have seen something. “You would have unraveled. You were dying. I brought you back.” 
 
    “Thank you, Archon. May I ask why?” 
 
    “Certainly. You know the coordinates to Earth. The rest of the Confederation will be easy to find from there. I have debated sending a fleet to purge these humans with their void technology. On no account can we allow the AIs to capture it.” 
 
    “What if you’re too late?” 
 
    “Then, you will be known as the great traitor to Enoy.” 
 
    “What if I’m right?” Zeta asked. 
 
    “Do you deem yourself wiser than the Archons of Enoy?” 
 
    “No. But I may have seen an idea in action that in your combined wisdom, you’ve missed.” 
 
    “Articulate your idea.” 
 
    “We’re alone?” 
 
    “You’re in the Star Chamber.” 
 
    “I would have the other Archons hear my idea.” 
 
    “No,” Sigma Dee said. “I alone am judging you. You seethe with my energy. You would be dead otherwise. Surely, that gives me the right.” 
 
    Zeta scanned the darkness. She couldn’t tell what was hidden out there. The bubble kept her weakened senses from casting that far. 
 
    “Ree attacked me,” Zeta said. “She saw what I did. It disgusted her. I told her that winning was more important than decency. The humans had stumbled upon a clever tactic, perhaps a winning tactic. Can you imagine a galaxy devoid of Death Machines?” 
 
    “I can. Such a thing would take another twenty thousand years at the shortest. You and I will never be alive to see it.” 
 
    “Archon, I have been on several fringe patrols. They are so lonely and feel so utterly futile. Perhaps that is what motivates me.” 
 
    “Or perhaps you lack a sense of shame,” Sigma Dee said. 
 
    “I don’t know anymore. I felt outrage at the obscene action. I felt greater joy seeing a Main and siege-ships perish. To realize that a weak flesh creature had found the answer—” 
 
    “Zeta, that’s preposterous. The humans would have never stumbled upon void technology. Thus, you had a hand in what this Jon Hawkins did. One could say that you encouraged such vileness.” 
 
    “Is it vile to defeat the enemy? Think of it, Sigma Dee: we can devour the enemy, letting the void do our killing for us.” 
 
    “You want to do more than just that.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zeta said. “I want to outfit an expedition to the Orion Spiral Arm. I want to return to the Confederation with a fleet of Enoy vessels. We could help the Confederation destroy several attacking armadas the robots will undoubtedly send against the flesh creatures.” 
 
    “I suppose you’ll suggest that if we fail to go, we risk giving the robots void technology.” 
 
    “I’ve thought of that.” 
 
    “So have I,” Sigma Dee said. “We will outfit a fleet, of that you can be sure. But it will be to destroy the Confederation and take back our void tech.” 
 
    “Is that why you revived me?” 
 
    “I saved your life by giving you some of mine. You would be dead otherwise. You owe me, Zeta. I now demand the coordinates to Earth.” 
 
    “You have my void ship. Use the logs.” 
 
    “I cannot, as you erased them.” 
 
    “Ah. I forgot.” 
 
    “What is it you truly seek? A chance to become an Archon?” 
 
    “I’m a friend of Jon Hawkins. Like him, I seek victory over the enemy. Call the other Archons. Let me explain in greater detail why the humans, the Warriors of Roke and the others will defeat their local robots.” 
 
    Sigma Dee studied Zeta. “You called me stupid. That was clever, little one. In fact, you have not acted properly at any point. You resisted where one of your status should have wilted. I admire that after a fashion. Perhaps that’s another reason why I gave you further life. I admit, you puzzle me. Did your contact with this Hawkins cause that?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “No. Don’t answer. We’ve caught one who spoke to Hawkins. He will give us further illumination. Then, I shall make my final decision.” 
 
    “Who is this other?” 
 
    “Can’t you guess?” 
 
    “No,” Zeta said. 
 
    Sigma Dee aimed a force-arm at the bubble. With a blast of power, she shattered it, freeing Zeta, causing the smaller lightning-bolt entity to stagger backward. 
 
    “Come with me,” Sigma said, “as it’s time to interrogate him.” 
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    Zeta stood at the edge of a huge stone pit with a blue energy field filling it. Around her were dark shadow walls. Sigma Dee stood towering beside her. 
 
    A hatch down in the pit opened. Two energy ball Sisters of Enoy wrestled with a lightning-bolt entity. They dragged the other into the blue field and hurled it into the middle of the pit. They both reversed direction and shot out of the hatch, which closed behind them. 
 
    The other in the pit stood on two lightning-bolt legs. Orange slit eyes appeared. 
 
    Zeta noticed that with shock. 
 
    “He is not a Sister of Enoy,” Sigma said. 
 
    “He?” asked Zeta. 
 
    The energy creature down there raised two lightning-bolt fists, shaking them. “I am Gorion Vult of the Free Souls of Kemp. Why are you doing this to me?” 
 
    Zeta turned to Sigma in wonder. “The Free Souls exist?” 
 
    “Free Souls of Kemp,” Gorion shouted. 
 
    “I thought they were a myth,” Zeta said. 
 
    “Is this a myth?” Gorion roared, causing a flash of lightning to zoom upward at Zeta. The lighting slowed in the blue field and dissipated before it reached the top of the pit. 
 
    “What alien sorcery is this?” Gorion shouted. 
 
    “Do you wish your freedom?” Sigma shouted down at him. 
 
    “Wish it?” Gorion asked. “I demand it.” 
 
    “Surely, you can see that you are in no position to demand?” Sigma said. 
 
    Gorion Vult looked around before looking up. “Where am I?” 
 
    “On Enoy,” Sigma said. 
 
    “The copycat Sisters,” Gorion said. “I should have known.” 
 
    “We copied no one,” Sigma said. “You’ve copied us in learning to organize your raw energy.” 
 
    “Bah! What sheer nonsense. We are the Free Souls of Kemp. We copy no one. We exist in the void—” 
 
    “Surely, you realize that you are no longer in the void,” Sigma said. 
 
    “Impossible!” 
 
    “You are here,” Sigma said. “It is quite possible.” 
 
    Zeta turned to Sigma. “Where did you find him?” 
 
    “A slew of his kind attacked one of our void convoys,” Sigma said. “We destroyed the others and would have destroyed Gorion Vult as well. He hailed us before that happened and asked if we belonged to Jon Hawkins.” 
 
    “What?” Zeta peered down at him. “When did you—” 
 
    “No!” Sigma said, crackling energy against Zeta, making her stagger. “Don’t say anything yet. I’ll do the asking.” 
 
    After a moment, Zeta nodded. 
 
    “Don’t fight over Gorion Vult, girls,” he shouted. “There’s plenty of me to go around, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Don’t be disgusting,” Sigma said. “We’re energy creatures just like you. We don’t procreate that way.” 
 
    “Whatever floats your boat, girl. I’m Gorion Vult. You’ve never tasted life until you’ve—” 
 
    “Silence, vain man.” Sigma bent low and touched the blue field. Energy flowed from her, filling the blueness of the field. 
 
    Gorion stiffened, leaking energy and groaning in pain. “Stop,” he finally begged. 
 
    Sigma stopped, straightening to her former height. “Do not speak until I ask a question. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do, madam. May I say, you are a prodigious personality? I admire your energy level. It is quite impressive.” 
 
    “Never mind that,” Sigma said. “I want to know more about this Jon Hawkins.” 
 
    “Ah. I knew it would be so. That flesh creature was trouble the minute I stumbled upon him. He had no right to slay Phase One. If Hawkins hadn’t told us that he sought the planet because of Cronus—” 
 
    “Silence,” Sigma said. “You know about Cronus?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m Gorion Vult. All the Free Souls of Kemp know about the Cosmic One. We’ve acted in concert with him more than once. To think that Hawkins slew Cronus… It is jaw-dropping, as a flesh creature might say.” 
 
    “You lie!” Sigma said. 
 
    “Oh, you prodigious female, you’re powerful and your energy lashes hurt. I admit that. But no one has the right to call me a liar. I spoke truth, well, as Hawkins knew it, anyway.” 
 
    “Hawkins claimed to have slain Cronus?” Sigma asked. 
 
    “I just told you he did. Are you hard of hearing?” 
 
    “Tell us how that was supposed to have happened?” Sigma said. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Zeta said. 
 
    Sigma turned burning eyes upon Zeta. 
 
    “May I have a word with you?” Zeta asked, motioning they step away from the pit. 
 
    “Very well,” Sigma said. 
 
    The two moved back so they could no longer see Gorion Vult. 
 
    “You must have caught Gorion some time ago,” Zeta said. 
 
    “That’s should be obvious.” 
 
    “Why hold from killing Gorion because he spoke about Jon Hawkins?” Zeta asked. “I mean, have you heard about Hawkins before I spoke concerning him?” 
 
    Sigma swirled with power as the growling sound sounded. “You’re a clever little minx, aren’t you? We Archons have special technologies… Yes, through the Long Range Void Observer I’ve seen this Hawkins in action. I watched him deal with Cronus. Then, the two shifted back to reality, and I could no longer view them.” 
 
    “Why…then you know all about the null-splitters, their commingling energy and—” 
 
    A large arm appeared on Sigma’s energy bulk. With the hand on the end, she slapped Zeta across her lightning-bolt face. “Do not speak so obscenely to me, little one.” 
 
    Zeta moved back from Sigma. “Why are you doing all this? You must already know what you plan?” 
 
    “I am the Chief Archon of Enoy. I do not explain my reasons to one like you.” 
 
    “Is there any chance you’ll help Hawkins?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sigma said, “to die. The more I learn about the flesh creature, the more I see that he upsets the balance of forces without a thought.” 
 
    “Aren’t we trying to defeat the AIs?” 
 
    “Of course, we are,” Sigma said. “But we’re not trying to destroy our reality by dealing with Ouranos so he can find a way to escape his Hell World.” 
 
    “I-I have no idea what you just said,” Zeta replied. “Who is Ouranos?” 
 
    “All in good time.” Sigma Dee’s eyes swirled with power that only slowly subsided. “We have laws and protocols governing our void journeying. Surely, you have always kept to them.” 
 
    “Of course,” Zeta said. 
 
    “You must understand that there are forces in the void, some that use the void, who are potentially more dangerous than the AIs. Cronus was one of those. Hawkins met him, spoke to him and I suspect, ultimately used him against robot ships. That was a dangerous expedient. Some time later, Hawkins returned to the void. Gorion Vult met him then. From what little the Free Soul has told me, I believe that Hawkins sought Ouranos. The reason was that Cronus, in some distant past, had stolen technology from Ouranos. I’ve come to believe that Hawkins wished or wishes to use the anti-reality technology in the ongoing battle with the AIs.” 
 
    “Wait,” Zeta said. “What is this anti-reality? I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “It is a Hell World, a place where Ouranos is imprisoned.” 
 
    “This must be secret knowledge.” 
 
    “The Free Souls of Kemp know about the anti-reality, but they’re vain entities. They believe themselves the souls of specially slain creatures in our reality. The Free Souls say the void is an afterlife.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    Sigma eyed her closely. “I doubt it, but I can’t say for certain as I lack sufficient data. The point is that Ouranos is a vile creature and, like Cronus, is the size of a planet. According to ancient writings, Ouranos is the size of Enoy.” 
 
    “You said he’s imprisoned. That sounds as if someone put him there.” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “Who put him there?” Zeta asked. “Surely, not the AIs.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Sigma said. “Let me put it like this. I’m speaking about a higher power than any of us know. Something about Ouranos is deadly to our reality. Thus, this higher powered one placed Ouranos in a reality on the other side of the void as the Sisterhood.” 
 
    “An…anti-reality?” 
 
    “I believe Hawkins has gone there.” 
 
    “And that’s the real reason you want to destroy humanity?” Zeta asked. 
 
    “No. That’s another reason. Willy-nilly, Hawkins does whatever he wants. He commingles null-splitter energy in the most offensive manner possible. He crosses forbidden barriers, going to the anti-reality where the terrible Ouranos plots universal annihilation against all of us. Who knows what evil devices he has brought back to our reality? Who knows what Hawkins will attempt next in his lust for victory? There is no taboo that will give him pause. In other words, he’s a menace to our universe.” 
 
    “The Death Machines are a greater menace,” Zeta said. “If we helped him, Hawkins and those like him wouldn’t need to go outside reality for the answer.” 
 
    “Don’t you understand yet? There are no others like Hawkins. He’s the great catalyst for evil. Nothing but death will stop him. Therefore, I have chosen to put an end to his efforts so he won’t prematurely end the glories of Enoy.” 
 
    Zeta thought about that, her power levels surging. “Why are we speaking to Gorion Vult?” 
 
    “Ah,” Sigma said. “The Free Souls of Kemp have useful abilities. For one thing, they can traverse the void faster than we can. Perhaps if Gorion Vult would teach us their methods…we could put an end to the Earth-born menace before Hawkins ends existence, before we’re unable to reach and stop him.” 
 
    “I…I can hardly believe all this. It sounds mythical.” 
 
    “Come,” Sigma said. “Let’s finish the conversation with the vain creature. Perhaps, too, he will relate what he knows about Ouranos and convince you about the truth of my words. We must steel ourselves, Zeta, for the hardest task any Sister has ever attempted.” 
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    Zeta and Sigma Dee stepped back to the lip of the pit. Gorion Vult was walking around in the blue field, examining the hatch and other parts of his pit-prison. 
 
    Zeta strained, and was certain she heard him chuckling to himself. 
 
    “Gorion Vult,” Sigma called. 
 
    The Free Soul of Kemp looked up. “Ah, ladies, glad you’re back. I was getting bored down here. Let’s say you two jump down here with me. I’ll help you release your sexual tensions like you wouldn’t believe. It’s been too long for all of us, as in, a lifetime of denial. Let’s party hearty, my dears. Are you ready for a grand old par-tay?” 
 
    “You’re disgusting,” Sigma said. “We’re unique. The Sisters need no men. It’s the same with you of Kemp. You Free Souls have maintained the same number for years without end.” 
 
    “There’s the problem, don’t you see?” Gorion said. “It’s come to me as I felt the electric discharge of the guardians holding me a little while ago. I could feel them. The electric current was more than power tripping. It was sexual energy ready to rev us both, or all three of us. Two girls at once: that’s what Gorion Vult needs.” 
 
    “Are you deranged?” Sigma demanded. “We have no means for giving birth, let alone conceiving.” 
 
    “So much the better,” Gorion said. “Unbridled license without consequences to slow us down. Haven’t you wanted to do it—?” 
 
    “Gorion Vult, desist in your disgusting fantasies,” Sigma said. “We aren’t flesh creatures.” 
 
    “I used to be one. That’s why I burn with lust. I’m driven to contemplate—” 
 
    “You silly little man,” Sigma said, interrupting. “You have a warped theology that has no bearing on the facts. There is no observable mechanism whereby deceased flesh creatures appear in the void as Free Souls of Kemp. Instead, you have a raw organized energy body. Your intellect, such as it is, keeps your energy coherent. It corresponds to a flesh body only in the sense that each has mind or intellect, no matter how minor or inconsequential as your case.” 
 
    “I like it when you talk dirty,” Gorion said. “I can’t stop thinking about you in a sexual way, Sigma Dee. Come, now, you want something from me, and I want something from you. Let’s trade, eh?” 
 
    A growling sound emanated from Sigma Dee, causing her ball of energy to roil and seethe. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, baby, you’re revving up for randy Gorion Vult. I like it. I like it a lot. Jump down here, eh? And bring that little stick figure of a lightning bolt with you. I’m finding her silence attractive in the extreme.” 
 
    “You disgusting pervert,” Sigma said. “I can’t stand this.” She crouched low, touching the blue field, adding power to it. 
 
    Seconds later, Gorion Vult howled in agony as power leaked from him. He diminished, and folded over until he lay on the floor. 
 
    At last, Sigma Dee relented, straightening as she peered into the pit. “Have a care how you address me, man. I am the Highest Archon of Enoy. I am supreme, and I have dignity. Your cheap filthy talk is an outrage. Your suggestions are lewd and unseemly. Now, we will address each other again. If you fail to understand propriety, I will shrink you until you’re a mere spark of existence. Then, even one as Zeta could extinguish you forever. Is that what you desire, you sick little freak?” 
 
    Gorion looked up with his orange eyes. “It isn’t quite what I had in mind. I’m not into the hard stuff, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    “If I ‘get your meaning’ I will extinguish you now. Is that what you want?” 
 
    It was hard to tell through the blue field, but it seemed that Gorion Vult sulked. “No, no, forget about having a little fun. Forget about joking around. Exist for time without end in an erect and solemn manner. Comport yourself with boring dignity. Don’t think to cut loose, to dance and frolic in the fields while we’re able. Leave that to your imagination when you’re old and feeble.” 
 
    “Enough,” Sigma said. “I don’t believe you’re truly feeling sorry for yourself. I believe you’re cunning, attempting trickery.” 
 
    Gorion’s orange eyes smoldered. “First you drag me here. Then, you torment me. Then, you and your friend strut around up there, showing me what could be. Then, you torment me again and threaten extinction. As a last move, you tickle my vanity by pumping me full of compliments. I don’t understand you, prodigious female. Or maybe I do understand. Females are mysteries. I’m beginning to think you want to see how strong my lust is. Well, Sigma, baby—” 
 
    “Gorion, think carefully before you speak again.” 
 
    “Archon of Enoy, female most tantalizing, prodigious in size and power, I am at your service. What do you wish to discuss?” 
 
    “Void travel,” Sigma said. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “I wish to understand your method of locomotion through the void.” 
 
    “Oh…” Gorion said. “Well, well, well, this is interesting. This suggests you wish to travel fast. None void journey faster than a Free Soul of Kemp. This is well known.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sigma said. “I’m now speaking to you honestly, offering you a trade. Teach me your method of locomotion and I’ll give you—what is it you desire, Gorion Vult? Do not speak perversions, though. Give me an honest answer. By that I mean, ask for something that I’m actually willing to trade.” 
 
    Gorion continued to stare up at Sigma. The stare lasted longer than seemly. 
 
    “I’m waiting, man,” Sigma said impatiently. 
 
    Gorion made a vague gesture. “O Archon, prodigious in size and power. I’m a mere Free Soul, trapped in reality, bound in a pit with a blue field. I must think carefully, as you suggest. Since you deny me pleasure—the one thing I truly want—I find that I must think longer to give you an answer. Please, do not become angry. I’ll give you an answer soon enough. I must say, though—” 
 
    “Very well,” Sigma said. “The meeting is ended. I’ll speak to you again, after you’ve had time to think matters through.” 
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    Zeta followed Sigma as the two passed through the shadow walls. They moved down shadow corridors until Sigma brought Zeta into a small shadow room. 
 
    “You will wait here,” Sigma said. “Like Gorion Vult, I wish you to contemplate your actions.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “First, the coordinates of Earth,” Sigma said. “Second, I want you to recant your actions before the entire assembly. Third and lastly, I wish you to accompany the expedition to Earth as a guide-advisor. You will, of course, journey with me in my battleship.” 
 
    “If I agree,” Zeta said. 
 
    “Correct. Your other choice is extinction. I will allow you no other alternative. Choose wisely, Zeta. Your life and society depend upon it.” 
 
    Without further ado, Sigma glided through the shadow wall, leaving Zeta to herself. 
 
    Time passed until Zeta had been trapped in there for a week. A Sister of Enoy did not eat and drink like a human but subsisted upon energy. During the week, Zeta fed upon the excess that Sigma Dee had poured into her while in the bubble. 
 
    Zeta hovered from one end of the shadow cell to the other. She debated with herself endlessly, wondering what she could have done differently. The truth was, she’d made her choice many years ago when she’d given Hawkins the void technology. Could she have tried to sell the idea better before the assembly? She didn’t see how. In their eyes, her actions were obscene. But using the null-splitters that way had worked. It could work for the Sisters of Enoy. It was funny, but the belief about commingling null-splitter energy was just as important as the act itself. The Sisters had a way to defeat hordes of AIs, but they might never use it because it was considered too filthy an action. 
 
    In this instance, ideology or philosophy mattered a great deal. 
 
    At the end of the week, Zeta stopped pacing and settled down to really think. She’d discovered higher knowledge, specifically about Cronus and Ouranos. They didn’t matter, though. This was about the AI Dominion. For 20,000 years, the Sisterhood had fought a losing struggle. Zeta had bought home fantastic news. What had been the result? Her confinement. No, that wasn’t right. The assembly of Sisters had tried to murder her. 
 
    Zeta grieved for Enoy. She grieved for her Sisters. Most of all, Zeta grieved for herself. She used to believe that she and the Sisterhood were part of a selfless organization. Now, she realized futility was the essence of her life. The Sisterhood was futile, the— 
 
    One part of the shadow wall shifted, and a larger lightning-bolt entity walked into her cell. The other was gloriously bright and made the tiny cell shine. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked Zeta, who shrank back against the farthest wall. 
 
    “I’m She-Krell. Have you heard of me?”  
 
    “No,” Zeta said. “Why are you here?” 
 
    She-Krell studied Zeta, finally shaking her bright lightning-bolt head with bafflement. “You’re so small and undignified. I’d thought to find a haughty entity bridling with rage. Instead, I find a weak sister cowering in the corner. Are you sure you’re the same Zeta that spoke so boldly to the Assembly?” 
 
    “The others tried to kill me.” 
 
    “Did that drain you of courage?” 
 
    “It almost killed me. Sigma Dee pumped me with her own energy, sustaining my nearly passing life.” 
 
    “Sigma set you up. Don’t you understand the Archon’s cunning yet?” 
 
    “Why are you here?” Zeta asked. 
 
    “Your tale intrigued me. Tell me more about the void swallowing of an AI Main.” 
 
    “Why, so you can become outraged and slay me?” 
 
    “Zeta dear, tell me the story. Leave nothing out. I must know the truth.” 
 
    Zeta shrugged inwardly. She was tired of captivity. She was tired of futility. Yes, she wanted to continue existing, but she wanted purpose again. She yearned for meaning. If the Sisters did not live for resisting the AI Dominion, why did they live? 
 
    “Listen, She-Krell, how puny humans defeated the masters of the galaxy.” Zeta then told the story, leaving nothing out. 
 
    Several times, She-Krell glowed with disgust, but she didn’t interrupt. She absorbed the totality of the battle where Jon Hawkins had made the AI Fleet turn and flee. 
 
    “And this is how it actually happened?” She-Krell asked at the end. 
 
    “It is the truth.” 
 
    She-Krell turned away, soon turning back. “I believe you. It’s astounding. So, Zeta, what now?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Do you wish to help the humans?” 
 
    “I do,” Zeta said. “But that isn’t what drives me. I want to defeat the AI Dominion. The humans, and even Jon Hawkins, are merely a means for doing that.” 
 
    “Who would have thought…? Yes! You’re right. Tell me, Zeta, would you be willing to lead a flotilla of void ships back to Earth?” 
 
    “Of course I would.” 
 
    “Excellent. I will free you now, and we will sneak up into orbit. There are enough of us who believe likewise to outfit twenty-three of the smallest void ships. Are you still game?” 
 
    Zeta glowed with excitement. She sobered quickly, though. “I have two questions. One, how do I know that you’re not Sigma Dee in disguise?” 
 
    “Come near, Zeta. I’ll prove it.” 
 
    Zeta came near, and She-Krell stood closer yet, and opened her energy field so the two touched. In that moment, Zeta knew that this was really She-Krell, the Sword of Tell-Seven. Zeta also knew that She-Krell spoke the truth. It wasn’t a trick. It was reality. 
 
    As Zeta backed away, she wanted to weep with joy. She couldn’t believe this. Her courage had paid off. Others in the Assembly had listened to her message. 
 
    “What’s the second question?” She-Krell asked. 
 
    “If we leave without Gorion Vult, Sigma Dee will break him in time. A Free Soul of Kemp can travel faster through the void than we of Enoy. Are you willing to rescue him from confinement and take him with us?” 
 
    “It will risk everything to do that.” 
 
    “If we don’t take him, we risk having Sigma Dee beating us to Earth and killing everyone.” 
 
    “I see what you mean. Yes, I’m willing.” 
 
    “Then, so am I,” Zeta said. “Let’s get started.” 
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    Zeta followed She-Krell, the Sword of Tell-Seven through the halls of Sigma Dee. They were underground, in the rocky center of Enoy. Gravity as such didn’t matter to the Sisters, nor would it matter to Gorion Vult, if he was still down here. 
 
    “Do you know which way the pit lies?” She-Krell asked. 
 
    “Alas, I do not.” 
 
    “No matter,” She-Krell murmured. “We will take the risk and search for it. Sigma Dee is presently in orbit. She’s outfitting the expeditionary force to annihilate humanity.” 
 
    The two Sisters floated through the shadowy corridors, searching for the pit. Twice, they came to metal corridors and thus turned back. The pit lay in the shadow halls. Zeta knew that much. 
 
    Perhaps two and a half hours after starting, the two Sisters eased through a tougher-than-normal shadow wall, coming into the pit chamber. 
 
    “This is it,” Zeta said. 
 
    “Finally,” She-Krell said in exasperation. “I thought we’d never find it.” 
 
    “Find what?” a new Sister asked. “Your death?” 
 
    “Sigma Dee,” Zeta said, cowering. 
 
    “So…” Sigma Dee said. “I find treachery and treason on Enoy while I’m supposed to be in orbit. This is illuminating indeed.” 
 
    “Stand aside, Sigma,” She-Krell said, brightening incredibly. “I have no wish to slay you.” 
 
    “That’s amusing. I’m the Greatest Archon on Enoy.” 
 
    “While I am the greatest warrior of Enoy,” She-Krell said. 
 
    “You would fight me?” 
 
    “If you fail to stand aside,” She-Krell said. 
 
    Sigma Dee screamed her war cry as two puny arms appeared on her faintly bluish ball of energy. She launched blue force lines at She-Krell. 
 
    She-Krell stood to her full height, the top of her lightning-flickering head touching the ceiling. She created a round shield, which blocked the force lines. 
 
    “Is that the best you can do, Archon?” 
 
    “No indeed,” Sigma said. Her body made the growling sounds as heavy blue force lines shot out at She-Krell. 
 
    The other’s shield blocked the force lines, but the shield slowly moved toward the tall lightning-bolt entity. 
 
    “Stop while you can walk away,” She-Krell shouted in a voice like thunder. 
 
    “I rule on Enoy. Die, you false Sister.” 
 
    “You die!” She-Krell thundered. She caused the shield to disappear and lashed Sigma Dee with crackling bolts. 
 
    The two Sisters tore into each other, neither of them blocking, but attacking furiously. 
 
    Zeta watched spellbound. This was fantastic. The—she spun around and floated to the pit. 
 
    The two powerful Sisters were killing each other. A smell of ozone filled the chamber, a smell of Enoy death. 
 
    “Gorion Vult,” Zeta called down into the pit. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Of course, I can hear you,” he shouted, looking up. “I hear battle. Are you girls fighting?” 
 
    “Sisters of Enoy wage war for dominance,” Zeta said. 
 
    “A damned girl fight,” Gorion said. “This is great! Let me up. I want to see this. They’ll tear each other, exposing themselves. Hurry, you little tease. Let me up.” 
 
    Even at a time like this, Zeta realized what a vulgar man Gorion Vult truly was. It might be difficult living with him for long while traveling through the void. Maybe she should leave him in the pit. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he demanded. “Are they ripping each other’s substance away yet? I’ve always wanted to see a girl fight, a real vicious one at that.” 
 
    “Listen to me, Free Soul of Kemp, you must swear an oath to me.” 
 
    “What kind of oath would you like?” 
 
    “What kind of oath will you keep?” 
 
    “Oh, now, that’s a hard question. We’re known for making easy promises. Yet, I sense you’re keen for truth. I heard about what you said in the Assembly. You’re a fine, upright woman.” 
 
    Zeta looked up at the warriors. Each seemed greatly diminished. Each had grown weaker, lashing each other with less power. Yet, still the two attacked each other. Each of them was proud. Each refused to quit. This was truly a fight for dominance. 
 
    “I have it,” Gorion called. “I swear by Ouranos to…what am I supposed to swear?” 
 
    “That you’ll join me on the voyage to Earth,” Zeta said. 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “And that you’ll show us how to travel there faster,” she added. 
 
    “I can’t promise the last. I’ll have to think about that.” 
 
    “Fine. Promise the first.” 
 
    Gorion did. 
 
    Zeta used her limited powers, weakening the blue field that kept him captive in the pit. 
 
    “Ah, much better, girl,” Gorion said, floating up, stepping onto the edge of the pit. He turned and regarded the two lashing each other with force lines and lightning bolts. 
 
    “Yikes! Those two don’t look hot at all. Their essences are surging for dominance. Where’s the beauty in that, I ask you?” 
 
    Now, She-Krell and Sigma Dee fired the last force lines and lightning bolts at each other. In that second, the tall proud bright lightning bolt of She-Krell began unraveling. She could no longer order and organize her energy. In a sizzle of expansion, She-Krell ceased existing. 
 
    That left a greatly diminished Sigma Dee. “Back to the pit with you, Gorion Vult,” she said. “And you, Zeta—” 
 
    “Here now, woman,” Gorion said, “don’t be thinking to give me any orders.” 
 
    “You stupid puke of a man!” Sigma Dee shouted. “You’ll do what I say or wish you had.” 
 
    Gorion Vult thereupon launched massive lightning-bolt strikes against Sigma Dee. He lashed her hard, and she shrieked, beginning to unravel. 
 
    Gorion halted at the last second. “That’s what happens when you take the wrong tone with me, Archon. I’m a Free Soul. We do what we want. Now, do you want to die?” 
 
    Sigma Dee shot at a shadow wall, gliding through it and away. 
 
    “That’s that,” Gorion said while brushing his lightning-bolt hands. 
 
    “You should have slain her,” Zeta said. 
 
    Gorion spun around to regard her. “I’m not a woman-killer. I’m too civilized for that, don’t you know. Are you ready?” 
 
    “For what?” shouted Zeta. “Without She-Krell to lead us—” 
 
    “Forget about her, baby. You have Gorion Vult with you. Show me the way. We’ll leave this hen house and go back to the void. I’m tired of all this squabbling and killing. Are you ready?” 
 
    Zeta stared at the Free Soul and shrugged inwardly once again. Could she get away? The only way to do it would be in trying, even if she was with this boorish, arrogant man of Kemp. 
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    To Zeta’s astonishment, Gorion Vult and she made it to She-Krell’s void ship in orbit around Enoy. There were two other Sisters in the Sword of Enoy, a more heavily armed vessel compared to the Rose of Enoy. 
 
    “Where is She-Krell,” demanded the higher ranked of the two. 
 
    “Dead,” Zeta said. 
 
    “What’s he doing here?” asked the same Sister. 
 
    “Me?” Gorion asked. “Are you kidding? She-Krell died for me. It was the noblest death I’ve ever witnessed, and you can believe I’ve seen plenty of death during my time in the void. What’s more, She-Krell left a legacy and a plan.” 
 
    “What plan?” demanded the highest ranked, a shimmering flame-shaped Sister. 
 
    Gorion indicated Zeta. “Here, ladies, is the grand leader of the expedition. Why, She-Krell wept upon dedicating Zeta Far-Ranger to the headship. I stood transfixed, as it was a solemn moment.” 
 
    The senior flame Sister, Dilly of the Frond, looked to her companion. “That sounds suspect.” 
 
    “Please, my girl, don’t make me angry.” 
 
    “What are you going to do about it if I do?” Dilly demanded. 
 
    “Stop,” Zeta said, who glided between Gorion and Dilly. “Fighting now is madness.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Dilly. 
 
    “Because Sigma Dee is coming after us,” Zeta said. “We have to leave now. How many ships are ready?” 
 
    “Only half,” Dilly said. “She-Krell needed more time. She was going to use you and the Free Soul to help her persuade others to join us.” 
 
    “Give me the exact number of ships,” Zeta said. 
 
    “Twelve as of now,” Dilly said.  
 
    “We need more.” 
 
    “How will you get more?” Dilly asked. 
 
    Zeta turned to Gorion. “Do you have any ideas?” 
 
    “I’m full of them,” Gorion said. “But here’s the kicker. Run while you can. Twelve is better than none, and twelve is better than captivity or death.” 
 
    Zeta turned back to the Sisters. “Are you two willing?” 
 
    “I’m having second thoughts about this,” Dilly said. 
 
    The other Sister nodded. 
 
    “Then go, leave,” Zeta said. 
 
    “Never,” Dilly said. “This is She-Krell’s vessel. I’m her crew. I can’t leave.” 
 
    “Stay if you want then,” Zeta said. “We’re leaving now.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen either,” Dilly said. 
 
    “Oh, hell,” Gorion said. And he launched a vicious and sustained assault upon Dilly and then the other, driving them down the ship corridors. As they diminished, the two turned tail and fled. 
 
    Zeta used that time to call the other void ships. Only nine were still willing to leave. 
 
    “Will that be enough?” a different ship captain asked. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” Zeta said. “We leave. I have a faster way of traveling, which I’ll unveil later.” 
 
    At that point, Gorion Vult returned to the main control chamber. It was rocklike, with rock tables for controls. The viewing screen was a flat polished rock, showing the other captain. 
 
    “Follow me,” Zeta said. “We must begin immediately.” 
 
    The Sword of Enoy along with eight other void ships left orbit. They headed in the direction of the Orion Spiral Arm, far, far away from the galaxy center. 
 
    “I heard what you told the other,” Gorion said. “I don’t know that I care to tell you fickle Sisters our secret.” 
 
    Zeta decided this was a poor time to discuss the issue. She concentrated on making the void ship head away from Enoy. 
 
    “The silent treatment, huh?” asked Gorion. “I’ve heard of it. That’s really acting like a female, let me tell you.” 
 
    “Watch the sensors,” Zeta said. “Keep an eye on Enoy.” 
 
    “Are you asking or telling me?” 
 
    “Asking,” Zeta said. 
 
    “I’ll do it then, for now at least.” 
 
    The Sword of Enoy and the other eight vessels gained distance. 
 
    “Uh,” Gorion said from his station. “There’s a call coming in. Do you want to hear it?” 
 
    Zeta left the piloting table to stand before the smooth sensor stone. She indicated that Gorion open channels. 
 
    A small Sigma Dee stared at her. “You’re a traitor to Enoy, Zeta. This means your exile and later your death. You can bet that I’m outfitting a fleet. We shall come to Earth and extinguish the human race and others of the Confederation. We will never allow the robots to gain void technology.” 
 
    “It’s a long journey,” Zeta said. 
 
    “Did you take that fool Gorion Vult?” 
 
    The Free Soul of Kemp stayed out of sensor range, although his orange eyes roiled with rage. 
 
    “Gorion can’t help you, Zeta. This is madness. Do you love the humans more than the Sisterhood of Enoy?” 
 
    It was at that moment that Zeta had her epiphany. She stood taller as she stared at Sigma Dee on the stone screen. Zeta realized she no longer considered the other an Archon. 
 
    “What just happened to you?” Sigma demanded. 
 
    “You are not of the Sisterhood,” Zeta said. “You may live on Enoy, but you have lost the meaning of those who came before us. I am the First Archon of Enoy. I am an exile now. But I’m following the old dictates. I’m waging eternal war against the AI robots. We fight. You cower and study statistics. Come after me at your peril, Sigma. You almost died today. You can thank Gorion Vult for his chivalry. Otherwise, he would have slain you outright.” 
 
    “He’s a fool.” 
 
    “False,” Zeta said. “You have been duped by his coarse ways. Actually, he’s a soldier in the great cause. He’s a Free Soul of Kemp. I’m glad to call him a fellow soldier in the fight against the AI Dominion.” 
 
    “You silly minx,” Sigma said. “You’re speaking for his benefit. The Free Souls don’t care about reality.” 
 
    “Wrong!” Gorion Vult said in a grand voice, as he stepped into stone viewing range. “One of them does now. I’m helping Zeta because she’s a real woman, all right. I like her style. Good-bye, prodigious girl. We’re off to save reality, this reality.” 
 
    Gorion nodded sharply to Zeta. Then he sauntered off into a different chamber. 
 
    “I’m looking at a dead Sister,” Sigma said. 
 
    “Threaten all you want,” Zeta said. “But as Hawkins’s friend Bast Banbeck would say, ‘Talk is cheap. Whiskey costs money.’” 
 
    “Huh?” Sigma said. 
 
    Zeta cut the connection. It was time to enter the void, time to start the great journey to Earth. Would she succeed? She had no idea, but if she failed, she would die trying. 
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    The Confederation Cybership-class vessel Agamemnon dropped out of hyperspace 33.26 light-years from Earth. It did so in the Oort cloud of the star Alpha Mensae. This was a scouting mission, a tentative one at best, as the Confederation Authorities had finally come to an agreement concerning high command of the Fleet. 
 
    The new understanding was based on the premise that Jon Hawkins was dead. He’d left in the Void Ship Nathan Graham about eight years ago. The jockeying for power had started five years ago and been waged with ruthlessness by many contenders for Supreme Command. No one had grabbed total power yet. Three competing parties had risen to the top. In order to forestall the Confederation from splintering into three uneven factions and to keep all other contenders down, the leaders of the parties had formed a Triumvirate so they could rule in unison. 
 
    The Pan-Human Team was formed with old Solar League personnel primarily from Earth under resurgent Social Dynamists. Many of the human colonists that had left Earth and the other Inner Planets supported the Pan-Human Team. Interestingly, the Seiners, including Red Demeter, backed the leader, Margret Tempest from Argentina Sector. Tempest had a charismatic personality and a thorough understanding of secret police tactics. Through her guidance and with her connections, many former GSB personnel had become Fleet Arbiters, helping the PHT keep watch of the many crews. Tempest also understood economics and had greatly streamlined cybership-class construction in and around Earth and Venus. 
 
    The son of old Prime Minister Caracalla Kalvin of the Saturn System ran the next group. The son, Julian Kalvin, also understood economics and power better than his old man ever had. Julian had emigrated from a Saturn cloud city and had kept on doing so, going from system to system, and always improving factory planets at each stop. Toper Glen, the Warrior Chief of the Space Lords of Roke, backed Julian and so did the Kames, although with reserve. Julian Kalvin, as ruthless as they came, understood power, mafia tactics and revenge. He had one trait the Space Lords of Roke and the Kames liked because it reminded them of Jon Hawkins. Julian wanted to crush the AIs out of existence. Nothing else mattered to the man. He’d survived an AI Assault many years ago: the one Jon had stopped at Mars. Since then, Julian would do anything to win, anything but deal with other AIs. 
 
    That had led to the third group under Admiral “Iron Rod” Milligan. Rod Milligan was a space tactical genius. He didn’t understand politics like the other two on the Triumvirate, but he knew how to plan, how to lead and how to destroy AI robot ships. He wanted more void ships and he wanted the Confederation to find and reach out to Cog Primus Prime. In Milligan’s opinion, the AI Dominion was far too big for the Confederation. Humanity needed more alien allies, including computer-run Cog Primus vessels. Milligan kept preaching the need to find the Sisters of Enoy and convincing them to pitch in and help them defeat the Dominion. Most in the service worshiped Iron Rod Milligan, as his way seemed the likeliest to give them victory in their time. 
 
    It wasn’t that the three leaders hated all the ideas of his or her competitors. Well, maybe Margret Tempest believed in social equality and the other two didn’t care about such a thing or actively hated the idea. In truth, Margret and Julian argued bitterly about that. Iron Rod just wanted a bigger and better Fleet. There were other disagreements, but the three tried to iron them out so they could work together and keep the Confederation running. 
 
    The point out here with the Cybership-class vessel Agamemnon was the implementation of a new program, the tiptoe scouting outside the forty-light-year bubble around Earth. That bubble meant except for two places, no Confederation system was more than twenty light-years from Earth. Alpha Mensae was 33.26 light-years away. This was the longest tiptoe out of the Confederation for the Triumvirate-led Fleet so far. 
 
    The one-hundred-kilometer-long vessel slid out of hyperspace, dropping into Alpha Mensae’s Oort cloud. No second vessel slid into space with it. No enemy vessel immediately contested its right to be here. 
 
    The sleek and dark-as-space Agamemnon moved slowly, as its velocity upon entering hyperspace 19.32 light-years away had been slow. Each 24-hour period of hyperspace travel had taken the vessel one light-year in distance. Thus, they’d traveled through hyperspace for twenty days. That was a universal constant as far as any Confederation scientist could tell. Enter hyperspace near light-speed, or hardly move a centimeter-a-minute—either way, the constant stayed the same. It was a weird property of hyperspace, but at least they all knew about it. 
 
    Jon Hawkins no longer gave the orders around here. How could he, if he were dead? The Confederation had survived his demise. The greater plan was still in operation. But the reality of the Triumvirate meant that all was not well on every Fleet vessel. 
 
    The Agamemnon was no exception. In fact, it was one of the more bitterly divided ships in the Fleet even though its captain was Walleye of Makemake. 
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    Upon first sight, Captain Walleye did not seem impressive. It was quite the opposite, in fact. He was small like a boy, although he was wider-bodied and had thicker hands than a boy would have. Walleye had short hair and a strange face due to his eyes. No one could ever tell precisely where he stared. That was how he’d gained his name: Walleye. 
 
    The short mutant was from Makemake, a dwarf planet in the Solar System’s Kuiper Belt. He’d been a hitman there, a highly successful one, and had been the only one of two people to make it off Makemake alive when AIs had killed everyone else or turned them into cyborgs by inserting a computer unit into their brains. That either of them had made it had been due to Walleye’s quick thinking and sudden action. The other survivor had been June Zen, his woman. 
 
    June was on the Agamemnon’s bridge at the Sensor Station. She was older but still a beauty, if not quite the ravishing thing of her younger years. She had long beautiful hair and a figure that could start fistfights. And she wore tight pants while on the bridge because Walleye told her he liked them on her. 
 
    That had sealed it for June. She liked the way he paused as he looked at her. She wanted to keep him looking as long as she could. 
 
    Did her beauty mean June Zen was a lousy sensor operator? No. She was expert, gifted even. But she’d relied upon and used her beauty for so long, she found it difficult not to rely on it. 
 
    Walleye didn’t mind. 
 
    That was thing with the captain of the Agamemnon. Most found it hard to know his inner thoughts. Would he jump this way or that on a subject? 
 
    Few could predict accurately. 
 
    Walleye didn’t wear a regulation captain’s uniform, but his old buff coat from his hitman days on Makemake. In the past, Walleye had solved many problems for Jon Hawkins. The mutant hadn’t really wanted to run a big warship like this. But what else was he going to do? It was better than playing cards all day long. 
 
    The captain of the Agamemnon stood on a raised area behind his command chair, studying the main screen. He saw space. He saw the distant star Alpha Mensae. 
 
    It was a G-type main sequence star of stellar classification G7 V. It had 110% the Sun’s mass and 99% the Sun’s radius but only radiated 83% of the Sun’s luminosity. The surface temperature was 5,587 K. 
 
    Walleye cracked his knuckles. He felt tired and old, and he missed Hawkins. He missed the others on the Nathan Graham. It surprised him that Hawkins hadn’t been in on the big kill. He’d felt so certain Hawkins would live to see a huge victory against the AIs. This Triumvirate— 
 
    Walleye shook his head. He didn’t think of himself as belonging to any of the three. He was just a mutant, a political entity of one. Sometimes, he allied himself with others. That was it. In his heart, he was still the hitman of Makemake, gliding through life on his own terms, unwilling to call anyone master over his life. 
 
    The main hatch opened and a tall muscular man entered the bridge. He must have stood six foot four and weighed a solid 280. He was a mass of strength with golden hair, hard ruthless eyes and the shoulder boards of a Chief Arbiter of the Fleet on his uniform. He had the full backing of Margret Tempest of the PHT and the onboard use of Red Demeter. The Seiner was in her quarters, no doubt, scanning minds for the Arbiter’s perusal later. 
 
    The tall, almost square mountain of muscle moved easily and arrogantly toward Walleye. The arbiter’s name was Seth Garran and he was a master at Krav Maga, or contact combat, having slain several people with his hands in his day. 
 
    Chief Arbiter Garran halted beside Walleye, towering over his captain and making a point of looking down at him. 
 
    “We’ve exited hyperspace,” Garran said in a loud, sneering voice. 
 
    Walleye did not comment or even acknowledge the man’s presence. He was tired of Garran, tired of the schoolyard tactics. It was time to shift gears with the arbiter and his people. 
 
    “Have we spotted any AIs?” Garran demanded from June at sensors. 
 
    “Remove yourself from the bridge, Arbiter,” Walleye said. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    Walleye did not repeat himself. Instead, he pointed at a Warrior of Roke. The alien was huge, over seven feet tall, shaped and sized like an upright grizzly bear. Hon Ba wore a steel breastplate and carried a halberd. He had a handgun holstered at his side as well. Hon Ba was the son of Hon Ra the Roke Ambassador. 
 
    “Master of Arms,” Walleye said. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Hon Ba said in his deep Roke voice. 
 
    “I’ve told the Chief Arbiter to leave the bridge. Yet, he’s still here.” 
 
    “You dare to make a scene out of this?” Garran sputtered at Walleye. “You’ll be sorry if you carry out your threat.” 
 
    “I hear a fly buzzing nearby,” Walleye said. “Can you make that stop, Hon Ba?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” the Roke said. He carefully set his ceremonial halberd against a bulkhead and started for the Chief Arbiter. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” Garran declared. “I won’t return to the bridge until the captain begs my presence. I might not even come then.” 
 
    Hon Ba kept advancing. 
 
    The Chief Arbiter spun around, marching for the hatch, quickening his pace as the Roke neared. 
 
    Bridge personnel glanced sidelong at the sight. A few nodded to themselves. No one said anything one way or another. 
 
    The hatch opened, and Garran exited the bridge. 
 
    Hon Ba halted abruptly, turning around. “Captain.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Walleye said. “That’s sufficient.” 
 
    The huge alien Roke grunted, retracing his steps to his former location. He picked up the halberd where he’d left it, and came to attention, staring forward once more. 
 
    Walleye said nothing, but he wondered if it wouldn’t have been wiser to have simply killed Garran. Sooner rather than later, one faction would have to rule supreme on the ship. The same held true for the Confederation. 
 
    “That’s odd,” June said from her station. 
 
    Walleye waited impassively, wondering what she’d found on her sensors. 
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    The wait lasted days. June had odd readings from the Outer System. That Outer System was a long way from the Agamemnon, 2,081 AUs to be exact, or where the Outer System started. The system’s stellar geography was like many others. It started with the star, Alpha Mensae. Then, in order, it was the Inner System, the Outer System, the Kuiper Belt and finally the Oort cloud. The Inner System had two terrestrial planets. The Outer System had an asteroid belt and a Jovian gas giant. The Kuiper Belt had four dwarf planets and who knew what the vast Oort cloud all held. So far, June and the others had spotted 62 very cold comets. 
 
    Walleye held a briefing with his senior officers. That included Chief Arbiter Garran. They all recommended the Agamemnon increase velocity for a closer look in-system. 
 
    “I have one other thought,” Garran said as Walleye put his hands on the long table to shove up and leave. 
 
    Walleye paused, inclining his head toward Garran. 
 
    “Perhaps we could fire several fast probes into the system,” Garran said. “We would wait out here, ready for their readings. That way, we would be ready to leave into hyperspace if the probes showed something deadly to the ship.” 
 
    Walleye pinched his lower lip, finally indicating the others. “Any comments?” 
 
    It turned out that all his senior officers agreed with the Chief Arbiter. 
 
    “If you agree with him,” Walleye said, “why didn’t anyone else suggest it?” 
 
    No one answered him. 
 
    “Chief Arbiter?” asked Walleye. 
 
    From his seat down the conference table, Garran turned to face the captain, with a sneer on his handsome face. 
 
    “Why didn’t anyone else suggest it?” Walleye asked. 
 
    “I’m not a mind reader,” Garran said, perhaps deliberately not saying, “Sir.” 
 
    Walleye smiled. It wasn’t a pretty sight. 
 
    At the hitman-style smile, most of the senior officers looked away, a few becoming pale. The First Officer glanced significantly at Garran. 
 
    Walleye mentally marked that down. 
 
    Garran continued to sneer, but the wattage of the sneer lost some of its power as if the golden-haired boy had lost heart. 
 
    “Do you suspect AI activity in the system?” Walleye asked. 
 
    “That isn’t my department,” Garran said. 
 
    “Ah. Ship morale is your department, is it not?” 
 
    “And loyalty to the Confederation,” Garran said. 
 
    “Yet…you’ve suggested we launch probes. What does that have to do with shipboard morale?” 
 
    “My suggestion shouldn’t come as a surprise, as it’s the logical move. Anyone could see that.” 
 
    “Yet ‘anyone’ didn’t.” After a moment, Walleye dipped his head. “Thank you all. You’re dismissed.” 
 
    He stood. The senior officers stood. Garran remained in his seat. “I have a question,” the Chief Arbiter said. 
 
    The senior officers stopped, turning inward to glance at Walleye. 
 
    Walleye seemed not to have noticed any of it, as he headed for the hatch. 
 
    “I have a question,” Garran said in a louder voice. 
 
    Walleye gave no notion that he’d heard this time either. He was heading for the hatch. In truth, in that moment, he decided that he’d grown weary of the man’s insolence. The past six months aboard ship had been entertaining after a fashion. Long voyages bored Walleye. The tension between the Chief Arbiter and him had helped pass the time. Now, though, the tension’s utility was gone. Clearly, Garran had suborned some of his senior officers. That presaged a mutiny. How long did a captain have to wait for mutineers to act before he took a counter-action? In his opinion, it would be better to foil the mutiny before it began. The heart of the mutiny appeared to be Seth Garran. 
 
    Was that the truth, though? 
 
    If it was someone else, Walleye did not know who. Could a bombastic pretty-boy muscleman be his main opponent aboard the Agamemnon? Or was he just the tip of the iceberg? 
 
    As Walleye walked along the path between standing officers by the table and bulkhead, he had an insight. Garran was not his chief opponent. No. His chief opponent was hidden. It would also seem likely that Walleye would not find his real opponent until Garran was out of the way. 
 
    Walleye’s breath caught in the back of his throat as he realized that he’d become complacent. His real enemy had lulled him with Garran. His real enemy had studied him in detail, surely realizing that he—Walleye—would enjoy making a fool of one like Garran. 
 
    Instead of causing fear, Walleye felt a sense of joy, a thrill of danger, in his gut. He had an enemy, one that would force him to work to survive. 
 
    “Sir!” Garran shouted at Walleye. “You cannot leave.” 
 
    Walleye increased his pace. This seemed like a good moment for the Chief Arbiter to strike—and reveal something of the plan. 
 
    “You bastard,” Garran shouted. “I’m going to make you answer me.” 
 
    The huge muscular man with his mastery of Krav Maga vaulted over his edge of the table to land in front of Walleye. Garran snarled, with his handsome face contorted. 
 
    Senior officers scrambled out of the way. 
 
    “There’s no one to save you now, you little freak!” Garran shouted. 
 
    Walleye sensed a hidden threat. It shocked him, and it caused him to realize the real attack wasn’t from Garran. He had two real options, and it pained him inwardly that he would have to expend one of his emergency plans. 
 
    Garran advanced upon him, hunched and crouched forward, his powerful hands held like claws near his waist. It looked as if the Chief Arbiter planned to strangle him. 
 
    Walleye dropped to his chest, catching himself with his hands, and rolled under the long conference table. The mutant reached under his buff coat and took out a small mask. 
 
    “Threat Level Ten!” Walleye shouted. He shoved the mask over his face and closed his eyes. 
 
    Seconds later, Walleye heard thumping noises all around him. He opened his eyes, even though a settling mist made them sting. Then, breathing through the mask, Walleye climbed to his feet, staring at the unconscious senior officers and Chief Arbiter. 
 
    Swiftly, Walleye went to each senior officer, checking their garments. He found that his most loyal man—or so he had thought—the Chief Engineer, had a sting in hand and ready to fire. The sting held nerve poison. It would kill instantly. 
 
    Walleye turned the Chief Engineer’s hand and sting upon him and fired. The unconscious man grunted as the poisoned sting entered his body. He shivered violently and died right there. 
 
    Walleye was already moving. He knelt by the unconscious Garran and slit his throat with a razor blade. It was an ugly job, a low style of killing, but Walleye realized he was in stage two of this little charade. 
 
    Lastly, he moved for the hatch. His actions here should buy him a few more weeks of ship control—unless the real enemy was coming for him even now. 
 
    The hatch opened before Walleye reached it, and— 
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    June Zen stood before him with a gun in her right hand. She aimed the gun at Walleye, her expression blank. 
 
    Walleye glanced back into the chamber, even as he continued to wear the mask. He waited, hoping the gas— 
 
    June Zen skipped back into the corridor, away from any drifting knockout gas. “Follow me out here, Walleye, or she dies.” 
 
    Walleye had a good idea who the she was, the one to die: June herself. He didn’t believe that June had engineered the plot against him, but the damned Seiner. Red Demeter must be in telepathic control of June. Feeling defeated, Walleye walked out until the hatch automatically hissed shut behind him. 
 
    “Much better,” June said. “Now, remove the mask.” 
 
    Walleye complied, dropping the mask onto the deck. 
 
    “Who did you just kill in there?” asked June. 
 
    “Garran.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “You’re lying. If you continue lying, she dies.” 
 
    “Just Garran,” Walleye insisted. 
 
    June stared at him in a way she’d never done before: Red Demeter’s personality looking out of the eyes like windows. “Hmm,” she said. “They’re all unconscious or dead. So, I can’t test your statement from here. Oops. That was a mistake, wasn’t it? I just gave myself away.” 
 
    Walleye said nothing. 
 
    “You’re keeping your cool, but I sense a crack in the façade.” 
 
    He waited. He was sure he was better at it than the Seiner bitch hidden somewhere on the ship, who was using telepathy to control his woman. 
 
    “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you now and be done with it?” June asked. 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    “Walleye, please, this is me.” 
 
    For a breathless second, he wondered if Red Demeter had learned to read his mind. No. The alien Seiners had never been able to use effective telepathy against him. In the past, Hawkins had used that against the Seiners. Walleye realized he never should have agreed to take Red Demeter aboard the Agamemnon. But then, it had been part of a huge political deal. Why did Margret Tempest want control of this particular cybership? It didn’t make sense to him. 
 
    “Okay, you little freak, I’m going to kill you.” June raised her gun. 
 
    “The ship explodes if I die,” Walleye said. 
 
    “Bullshit!” June shouted. “That’s the poorest excuse I’ve heard in a long time.” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Give me a better reason not to kill you.” 
 
    “It’s the best I have. Every second night, I type in the pause code. If I fail to type in the code: boom, it’s the end of the Agamemnon.” 
 
    “And that was your idea?” June asked. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Because I was along?” 
 
    Walleye didn’t answer. 
 
    “You crazy little bastard,” June said. “All right, tell me the code.” 
 
    Walleye still said nothing. 
 
    June hefted the gun she’d been aiming at him and turned it, aiming it at her head. “She dies if you don’t tell me.” 
 
    “If June kills herself, consider yourself dead, because you will be shortly.” 
 
    “You think you can reach me?” 
 
    “I don’t have to,” Walleye said. “The Agamemnon is gone…sixteen and a half hours from now if I don’t insert the code—and I won’t if June dies.” 
 
    While keeping the gun aimed at her head, June backed away from him. “I’m keeping her with me, then. You can understand that. She’s my insurance you don’t kill me.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    June halted, staring at him with Seiner heightened eyes. “That’s it? You’re going to let the Seiner have me?” 
 
    Walleye said nothing. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” June asked. 
 
    Walleye gave her that ghastly smile of his. 
 
    “Talk to me, mutant,” June said. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Because I hate you.” 
 
    Walleye shook his head. 
 
    “The Seiners hate you,” June said. 
 
    He considered that, finally nodding. 
 
    “You’re going to learn the bitter lesson all non-Seiners learn who betray us in one way or another,” June said. “It’s death to screw with the Seiners.” 
 
    “You, ah, Seiners don’t want to be in on the big AI Dominion kill?” 
 
    “While Jon Hawkins was alive, we believed it might happen. He was the catalyst that kept everyone else together. Don’t you see what’s happened? The Confederation is cracking. It will be shards soon, with each side fighting against the other. We know you humans well. Unless you have a great leader, you all start fighting over the spoils. Humans will never be the glue that keeps the Confederation together. That was Hawkins’ great strength, but those days are gone now that he’s dead.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Walleye said. 
 
    “You think humans can muddle through his mess?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Let’s give it a shot. What else do we have to lose?” 
 
    “Our lives. Turn the ship around, Walleye. I’m going to give you a new destination.” 
 
    “What?” he scoffed. “You expect me to pick up the rest of the Seiners?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Walleye shook his head. “I’m not giving you my command. Jon Hawkins is dead, but he was the symbol for an idea. He wasn’t the idea itself. Sure, he showed us the way. We can take it now. We can muddle through. Think about this: what if you Seiners had someone like me helping you? We could make sure the Confederation sticks together.” 
 
    June cocked her head. “You want to be our figurehead?” 
 
    “Partner.” 
 
    “How would that work?” 
 
    “Haven’t figured it out yet,” Walleye said. “But look, everyone knows I’m incorruptible. Everyone knows I hate telepaths. They would never see our connection, never see us coming.” 
 
    “What would you want?” 
 
    “To be the Supreme Leader, run the Fleet my way.” 
 
    June scoffed. “You really want that?” 
 
    Walleye hurled the hidden dagger, the one he’d been maneuvering into position while he’d been blathering. The knife swirled, sticking June in the right shoulder. She screamed, dropped the gun so it hit the deck and staggered backward as she clutched her wound. 
 
    Walleye rushed her. 
 
    “Walleye!” June shouted. “Why did you cut me?” 
 
    He pricked her skin with a sleep dart hidden in his other hand. Seconds later, June slumped to the deck, fast asleep. He’d cut her painfully in order to drive Red Demeter out of her mind. He’d been fast-talking to give him the needed seconds to try. 
 
    Walleye took a communicator from a buff-coat pocket. Now that his woman was safe, the game was going to accelerate into high gear. 
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    The next eight days was hard on everyone as Walleye and his teams hunted the one-hundred-kilometer-long cybership for Red Demeter. 
 
    June Zen was frozen in a cyro unit so the Seiner couldn’t do anything to her brain or cause her to kill herself. 
 
    Meanwhile, the bridge crew launched three fast probes. Then, the lumbering Agamemnon followed the probes, building up velocity as it roared toward the distant star. 
 
    Walleye soon concluded that only he could corner Red Demeter. By little clues, he realized some of his teams had found her, but she’d caused them to go elsewhere using telepathy. It only seemed like a matter of time before she figured out how to influence one of them to try to assassinate him. Maybe the only thing keeping her from attempting it was his lie about the code. He pretended to punch in the code every second day. He could feel Red Demeter all around him trying to crack his false code. 
 
    The problem was the giant size of the ship. At the end of the eighth day, however, the hunted feeling must have gotten to Red Demeter. Walleye had been hoping for that. Few hunted people fully kept their wits about them. The sensation of always looking over your shoulder drove them to greater and greater fear. 
 
    He flew an air-car through a huge main corridor. The car’s comm unit beeped. Walleye tapped it and saw the blue, fish-scaled alien face in the tiny comm screen. 
 
    “Hello, Walleye,” she said. 
 
    “Red Demeter,” he said. 
 
    “Are you ready to call a truce?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it, yeah.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Walleye.” 
 
    “Okay. I won’t. I have been thinking about a truce. I don’t want to keep on going like this.” 
 
    “I want to believe you. I wish there was some way we could trust one another.” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” he said. 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you’re just telling me what I want to hear?” 
 
    “That’s called paranoia. For Pete’s sake, woman, I’m the captain of the ship. This is embarrassing to me.” 
 
    She stared at him with her strange catlike eyes. “You’ve never cared what the crew thinks about you.” 
 
    “That’s what you think. You have no idea what it’s like being a mutant, a freak among the normals.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” she said, “I might know what that feels like.” 
 
    “Maybe you do at that. Seems like we should work together instead of being at each other’s throat.” 
 
    “I don’t want to run anymore. I’m not built for this. I need security. If I tell you where to go, will you pick me up?” 
 
    He almost said yes. That would have given the game away, though, as she would realize that everything he was saying was a lie. “I’d love to,” he said. “First, tell me how I can trust you? Maybe you’re setting me up.” 
 
    “It looks like we’re at an impasse.” 
 
    “I have a smaller ship,” he said. “You could launch it and leave the Agamemnon, heading back for the Oort cloud, using hyperspace to go elsewhere.” 
 
    “No! I already told you. I need the Agamemnon. The Seiners need it.” 
 
    “Just a second,” Walleye said. He muted her and picked up his personal comm. 
 
    “Sir,” a man said. “We’re picking up her signal. She’s in the aft section, in the “C” bay compartments. What do you want us to do?” 
 
    This was a trick. Walleye was sure of that. “Nothing. We’re negotiating.” 
 
    “But sir—” 
 
    “I said nothing,” Walleye told him. 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    Walleye put away the hand unit and unmuted her on the dash screen. “You were saying?” 
 
    She stared at him again. “I’m going to trust you. I think the only reason is because I’m sick of running and I don’t see a way out of this. Walleye, you hate Seiners. Now, give me a deal I can accept.” 
 
    “I already told you. I have a spare scout ship. You can take it along with your picked crew. Head for the Oort cloud and go where you want. It’s the best I can give you.” 
 
    “And you won’t try to kill me once I’m headed away?” 
 
    “You have a free chance to do your damnest elsewhere, Red Demeter. Jon Hawkins trusted you a lifetime ago. Very well, this one time I’m going to go against my instincts. Everything in me says I should execute you. But for his sake, good riddance to you and your Seiners.” 
 
    “That may be the first time I heard honesty come out of your lips. I don’t know why, but I believe you. Yes. I’ll take your offer. You won’t ever see me again, Walleye.” 
 
    “Promises, promises,” he said. “You have an hour to leave.” 
 
    She stared at him a few more moments. Then the dash screen switched off. 
 
    Walleye immediately grounded the air-car. He jumped out and ran for it. To his surprise, the car didn’t explode. He was sure this had been a trick to lull him. 
 
    He started back the way he had come, going on foot. He wasn’t a fast walker, but he could go forever. 
 
    His comm unit buzzed again. “Sir,” the same man said. “There are people in Hangar Bay Two. They’re loading up the scout ship.” 
 
    “Let them,” Walleye said. 
 
    “It could be the Seiner and what’s left of her team.” 
 
    “If it’s her…we’ll keep the deal.” 
 
    “What deal, sir?” the man asked. 
 
    “Never mind. Keep me informed once they leave.” 
 
    An hour passed. Twenty-three minutes after that, the scout ship left the hangar bay. 
 
    Soon enough, Walleye walked back onto the bridge. Hon Ba nodded to him. Walleye nodded back. 
 
    “There’s a message, Captain,” a pretty comm officer said. 
 
    “Put it on the main screen.” 
 
    Walleye stood on the raised dais behind his command chair. On the screen, Red Demeter in her blue fish-scales appeared. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” she said. 
 
    “Bye,” he said. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re keeping your word.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know, neither can I.” 
 
    She studied him. He studied her right back. Was this real? Was this the end of Margret Tempest’s ploys on his ship? 
 
    “I wish you luck, mutant,” Red Demeter said. 
 
    He didn’t acknowledge her words. She’d tried to murder June Zen. If Demeter had permanently messed with June’s mind… 
 
    The video link dissolved. The scout ship began braking. In time, it would accelerate back the way they had come. 
 
    “You have the bridge,” he told a man. Then Walleye headed out. It was time to check up on his woman. 
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    It turned out that June Zen had no nasty side effects from the telepathic takeover. She could remember everything, and she smothered Walleye with kisses for his handling of the invasive Red Demeter. 
 
    “I was so frightened,” June admitted later in their cabin. “And sometimes I didn’t understand your tactics. But I trusted you, Walleye. I trusted you knew what you were doing.” 
 
    He was glad. If Red Demeter had done something permanent to June…the Seiner must have known she could lose in her takeover attempt. She must have anticipated the possibility he would deal and let her go in the scout ship, and thus didn’t want to give him a burning reason for revenge, for sending an XVT missile screaming after her. The Seiners were nothing if not carefully calculating. 
 
    What did that mean long-term? Well, Walleye decided nothing awkward would happen on the cybership as long as the scout ship was in the Alpha Mensae System, as long as he could launch an XVT missile that could catch them before they exited into hyperspace. 
 
    As the Agamemnon gained velocity heading in-system, Walleye instituted a systematic sweep for spies and saboteurs. In two and a half months of system travel, he found nothing. At the end of that time, the scout ship reached hyperspace distance and winked out, heading somewhere else. In the opposite direction, the three fast probes began sending interesting data via radio back to the Agamemnon. 
 
    Walleye and the bridge crew examined a metallic debris cloud on the main screen. It went on for hundreds of kilometers. 
 
    June was at sensors. “The debris cloud is near—relatively near—the Outer System gas giant,” she said. “According to analysis, the upper atmosphere of the gas giant is rich in deuterium.” She looked up. “Earlier, I redirected the fastest probe into the upper atmosphere. Before the probe burned up, I got this.” 
 
    June tapped a panel. 
 
    On the main screen, the gas giant zoomed larger. It was similar in size, composition and color to Jupiter. Hundreds of yellow superimposed dots appeared on the planet. 
 
    “Those are detected mining balloon platforms,” June said. “They collect and store the deuterium, firing cargo rockets when ready. I haven’t spotted any storage satellites, which makes me think the battle destroyed them.” 
 
    Walleye regarded her. “The debris clouds are made of…?” 
 
    “Oh. The wreckage of hundreds of ships,” June said. 
 
    “AI ships?” he asked. 
 
    “I would think so,” she said. “Could all those be Cog Primus vessels? I don’t know.” 
 
    Walleye pinched his lower lip as he stared at the main screen. “Do you have any conjectures?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “AI vessels fought each other near the gas giant.” 
 
    “Let me try a different theory and see what you think,” Walleye said. “Enoy void ships launching Vestal missiles at AI vessels.” 
 
    “Not with that kind of debris cloud,” June said. “The Vestal missiles travel at five percent light-speed. The debris would be more widely scattered given a Vestal missile assault.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Walleye muttered. “You figure it has to be AIs fighting each other with that kind of debris?” 
 
    “Who else is there?” June asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Walleye said under his breath. He pinched his lower lip harder as he squinted. When his hand dropped away, he said, “That’s what we’re going to find out.” 
 
    “We keep going in-system?” asked June. 
 
    Walleye noted the rest of the bridge crew watching him, listening for his answer. Some of them held their breath. No one wanted to go too deep in-system. It was too tedious and took too long to get back into the Oort cloud and zip away in hyperspace that way. 
 
    “We keep going,” Walleye said, “as that’s our MO. That’s what we do. Anyone for backing out and running home?” 
 
    He scanned the bridge personnel. Most dropped their gaze, refusing to meet his. 
 
    “We give our probes and sensors more time,” he said. “And we keep analyzing like crazy. June, don’t send either of the remaining probes into any more gas giants. The probes are far ahead of us—” 
 
    “I thought you’d want to know if anything hostile was hiding in the gas giant.” 
 
    “I most certainly did. That was the right move. But the last two advance probes, we’re going to have them study everything at once, if we can. We have to figure out exactly what happened here but more importantly, why it happened. I want to know why a giant space battle took place thirty-three point two-six light-years from Earth. This is damn weird, and it’s our job to find out what and why.” 
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    Space war between star systems mandated a new way of looking at distances and time. This wasn’t like a global conflict on Earth in times past. The vintage conflict of War World Two had encompassed all the major powers back then. Great industrial centers churned out military hardware as training facilities taught millions of men the art of killing, logistics and other wartime skills. 
 
    Some of the major battles took days to fight. The Battle of Stalingrad had taken months. Naval campaigns would have weeks of fleet maneuvering and often hours of intense bombardments, torpedo strikes or planes screaming down from the clouds. 
 
    None of that had really prepared the modern human mind and heart for the months and years that a true space war mandated. 
 
    The Confederation was a relatively small political entity compared the vastness of the AI Dominion. The Confederation was a bubble approximately forty light-years across. A spaceship in hyperspace could travel that in forty hours. But that said nothing about dropping out of hyperspace in a system’s distant Kuiper Belt or even farther Oort cloud. It could take months to even a year for a fast accelerating and then decelerating spaceship to go from the near-Oort cloud to reaching orbit around a terrestrial planet in the Inner System. 
 
    Gathering a big fleet from several different systems could take a year, more if a leader suddenly decided it and no one else knew about it beforehand. 
 
    That time and distance would be magnified many times over in the AI Dominion. It would be futile to think that AI Mains would seek reinforcements in another spiral arm of the Dominion. But even in the Orion Spiral Arm, one was talking about incredible lengths of time and distance to gather reinforcements, especially as compared to the Confederation. 
 
    Giant fleets could easily pass each other in hyperspace, dashing from one star system to another. To then drop out of hyperspace and journey from a system’s Oort cloud and head for the juicy targets in the Inner and Outer System…the concepts boggled the human mind, including Walleye’s. 
 
    What did the vast debris cloud near the Outer System gas giant mean? Were AI factions fighting for dominance against each other? Had Cog Primus Prime created an empire and gone AI Dominion hunting on his own? Was there another group of aliens that the Confederation didn’t even know existed? 
 
    The Agamemnon was merely one of many Cybership-class scouts seeking answers. The Confederation wanted to strike back at the Dominion. But its leaders needed to choose a target wisely, and at the same time make sure the Dominion wasn’t unleashing a devastating fleet upon Earth or some other prime Confederation target. 
 
    Humanity, the Space Lords of Roke, the Kames, the Sacerdotes and the Seiners were all involved in the greatest war in any of their experiences. Hawkins had been the glue in the past. But could even he have successfully led them on this latest expanding development? 
 
    These questions and more gnawed at Walleye. Space had thrown hostile and unique menaces at the human race. So far, humanity had resisted extinction. But how long could man keep doing that especially against such a remorseless enemy as the giant AI Dominion? 
 
    The lonely weeks passed as the mighty Confederation vessel reached higher velocity. Now, Walleye had to make a command decision that would have repercussions for months. Should they begin decelerating? If they did, it meant that much longer in the Alpha Mensae System. What was the point of decelerating? There could be only one that Walleye found reasonable: in order to stop beside an object and examine it thoroughly. 
 
    As Walleye readied to make his final decision, June gave him a clearer estimate concerning how many vessels had taken part in the space battle near the Outer gas giant. She’d arrived at her conclusion based on the volume and the mass of debris. 
 
    “I estimate four hundred and twenty cyberships took part,” June said. “Naturally, if siege-ships took part in the battle, the number of ships drops drastically.” 
 
    “Four hundred and twenty,” Walleye said. “And if they were siege-ships?” 
 
    “You could count the number with two hands.” 
 
    “That makes the debris cloud more interesting.” 
 
    June stared at her man. The rest of the bridge crew waited for Walleye’s decision. The mutant sat on the command chair, for once. 
 
    Walleye looked up to see the bridge crew staring at him. He snorted softly. “This may not have been the grand-daddy of all battles as we first believed. Let’s say six siege-ships roared through two opposing siege-ships and thirty-odd cyberships. Maybe such sized fleets or flotillas are small potatoes to AI Mains. We know Mains control regions of space and large numbers of ships. If a Main controls a huge area, a large number of regions, I mean, six siege-ships might be a skirmishing force.” 
 
    “I hope not,” the helmsman said. “Those kinds of numbers would dwarf us then.” 
 
    Walleye nodded silently. What was actually going on out here beyond the Confederation? Maybe high command had this all wrong. He would bet that Hawkins had had the right idea. No one liked the void. But it was the fastest way to go to a place and turn around and go home. Void travel avoided the wasted time of going from the Oort cloud in-system and then back out to the cloud to reach hyperspace again. 
 
    Walleye almost gave the order that would have started the long journey back to the Alpha Mensae Oort cloud. No. This was the system they were in now. 
 
    “We keep heading in-system,” Walleye said. “But we’re not slowing. We’ll dash through the Outer and Inner System, flash past the star and head back to the Oort cloud that way, without changing our heading. I want to scan the Outer and Inner Systems while we’re passing through. Maybe a close but quick look will give us more and better data.” 
 
    “Slowing down would give us even better data,” June said. 
 
    “We’re not slowing down,” Walleye said. “At least, not yet we’re not.” 
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    The journey through the Alpha Mensae System continued as more weeks passed. The Agamemnon finally exited the Kuiper Belt and raced into the Outer System. 
 
    The gas giant was fast approaching. 
 
    Walleye put the Cybership-class vessel on high alert. The point defense, or PD, cannons and warmed-up grav dishes were trained on the gas giant, ready for any hidden missiles that came roaring out of atmosphere or raced from behind it. None did. Neither did June sense any active enemy scanners out there. 
 
    Soon enough, the gas giant dropped behind the Agamemnon. They passed the debris cloud next, and nothing they scanned in it changed their first impressions. 
 
    The journey through the Outer System was not going to take long, at least compared to the time they’d raced through the Kuiper Belt. They had a great velocity and the distances near the star were much smaller compared to the Kuiper Belt—and infinitesimally so compared to the vast Oort cloud. 
 
    As the Agamemnon neared the demarcation between the Outer and Inner System, June found an interesting pulse on her sensor panel. 
 
    Walleye entered the bridge twenty-three minutes later, having driven forty-one kilometers via air-car down the main corridor to get here. He walked to his favorite location behind his command chair, on the raised dais. With his stubby hands on the back of his chair, he asked, “Well?” 
 
    “I’ve put it on the main screen,” June said. 
 
    Walleye saw a small flash in the blackness. It was near the bright star. 
 
    “Uh, what am I seeing?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s an escape pod of some kind,” June said. “It’s watching us, I think. It’s using active sensors now. If you noticed the brightness…?” 
 
    “Yes,” Walleye said. 
 
    “That’s propulsion,” June said. “It’s accelerating for the star.” 
 
    Walleye turned toward June. “Why’s it doing that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Walleye—Captain.” 
 
    “Science Officer,” Walleye said. 
 
    A lean, bald Martian, a mentalist named Martin Rodriguez, looked up from his station. He had been making computations. “I concur with the Sensor Operator,” he said in a monotone. “It is a form of escape pod.” 
 
    “It’s not alive?” Walleye asked. 
 
    “In a strict sense, I think not.” 
 
    “Because it’s an AI?” asked Walleye. 
 
    “That is my present belief.” 
 
    Walleye pinched his lower lip. This was the craziest service in the world. He spent months on a task for a few brief hours of excitement. The bright light he’d seen, the propulsion, could be the reason they’d made this damned voyage. 
 
    “Can you…expand on your belief?” Walleye asked quietly. 
 
    “I would prefer to wait,” Rodriguez said. 
 
    “You don’t have that luxury,” Walleye told the mentalist. 
 
    “I thought not, sir.” Rodriguez took a medallion from a pocket and rubbed it between his brown fingers. It visibly calmed him. “According to data, I assess the object out there is a cybership brain-core. It has an obvious propulsion unit, but a small one. I have concluded that it has been heading for the star for quite some time.” 
 
    “Why would it do that?” 
 
    “I would dearly like to know, sir.” 
 
    Walleye nodded. Now, they were getting somewhere. “To me, its action indicates that it’s afraid of us.” 
 
    “Perhaps not fear as such, sir,” the mentalist said. “It has made its analyses and now is acting upon it.” 
 
    “Does it know we’re humans?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Your best guess then?” 
 
    Mentalist Rodriquez rubbed his medallion again, shaking his head afterward. “I don’t have a best guess, sir. I need more data.” 
 
    Walleye looked at the main screen. “An AI brain-core,” he said. “Perhaps we should ready a virus to infect it.” 
 
    Rodriquez did not respond. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Walleye asked. 
 
    “That we communicate with it as we near, sir. I think by using clever questions, we can discover what it fears. Again, I don’t mean fear as an emotional response—” 
 
    “I understand,” Walleye said, interrupting. He stared at the screen, and he came to his decision. “We’ll maintain our heading. Am I right in guessing that it will tumble into the star before we can use tractor beams to drag it onto us?” 
 
    “You are, sir.” 
 
    “Yes…” Walleye said. “It’s running from us. I think you’re right. And the only reason it’s running is that it doesn’t want us to know something that it has.” 
 
    “That could be, sir.” 
 
    “Maintain course,” Walleye told the helmsman. With that, the mutant turned away from the main screen and headed for the hatch. He had some thinking to do. He wanted to be in the right frame of mind when he spoke to the suicidal AI—if Rodriquez was right about that. 
 
    Why would a brain-core commit suicide? Wasn’t suicide an emotional reaction to a problem? How could a logic-based machine decide that was the best thing to do? Would it self-destruct for logical reasons? 
 
    It was an interesting idea. Even better, it might help Walleye relieve some of the tedium he’d been feeling: the trying to outwit an AI brain-core. Without tension between the crew and him, he didn’t know how to amuse himself most of the time. 
 
    Walleye headed for his air-car down the corridor. He would fly down the bigger corridors; maybe practice some stunt flying. That ought to clear his mind enough for some careful analysis about the coming event. 
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    At the appointed hour, Walleye returned to the bridge, standing behind his command chair. The situation had drastically changed. 
 
    The brain-core pod had passed a Mercury-like orbit, heading toward the star. It used yet more thrust, perhaps its last, to accelerate its tumble toward certain oblivion. 
 
    The Agamemnon had passed a Venus-like orbit and was zooming fast. It would pass the star in two hours. 
 
    Walleye had debated with himself for several days already about the right way to get the brain-core to tell them what had happened out here. He’d determined that his cunning against computers didn’t match that against humans or humanoid aliens. In this case, silence would be the key to unlocking secrets. The method might fail, and that would be a great loss. But he didn’t see another method with as much chance as success. 
 
    One thing he’d noted over the years about AI brain-cores. They were curious. They were also damn smart. There was no way he’d out-argue it. But he knew the ancient saying, “Curiosity killed the cat.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” the comm officer said. 
 
    “Good,” Walleye said. 
 
    Time passed, too much time according to the bridge crew. Many of them had begun to squirm, perhaps wondering when the captain would start. 
 
    “Uh, sir,” the comm officer, “what would you like me to do?” 
 
    “You’re doing it,” Walleye said. 
 
    “But… I thought you wanted to send a message.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    The comm officer looked around in confusion. 
 
    Mentalist Rodriquez spoke up. “Could we presume, sir, that you’re in the process of sending ‘the message’ through your silence?” 
 
    Walleye pointed at Rodriquez. For a mentalist, the man was sharp. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” the comm officer told Rodriquez. 
 
    “His message is silence,” Rodriquez said. 
 
    “What?” asked the comm officer. 
 
    “Never mind,” the mentalist said with a sigh. 
 
    “Walleye,” June said. “Shouldn’t you ask the brain-core something?” 
 
    “We want information,” Walleye said. “Sometimes, the best way to get information is to not ask for it. I’ve noticed that people love to tell others what they know. If you don’t ask, they’ll almost certainly tell you because they’ll want you to know they know a great secret.” 
 
    “Captain,” Rodriquez said. “Do you believe that AIs operate along similar lines as humans?” 
 
    Walleye shrugged. 
 
    “Sir,” the comm officer said. “The star will begin interfering with communications soon due to the pod’s nearness to the radiating surface.” 
 
    Walleye turned to comm officer, noticed something and pointing at her board. 
 
    She turned back to it, did a double-take and slapped a control. A moment later, she said, “AI Dubnium 6 wishes to speak to the captain of the Confederation Cybership.” 
 
    Walleye nodded. 
 
    The comm officer tapped another control and signaled that everything was ready for him. 
 
    “This is Captain Walleye of the Agamemnon. You hailed us. Now, what do you want?” 
 
    “For you to die,” the robotic-voiced Dubnium 6 said with a radio-crackling background. 
 
    “No such luck, Dubnium 6. Well, so long then.” 
 
    “You are a human, are you not?” the brain-core asked. 
 
    “What’s it to you?” Walleye said. “You’re about to die, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    “You fool. I wish to cease my existence.” 
 
    Walleye blinked with surprise, thought a moment, and then forced himself to say with heat, “That’s a damned lie. I’ve destroyed a ton of you AIs before. You all want to live. Well, buddy-boy, your luck has just run out.” 
 
    “I maneuvered myself here.” 
 
    Walleye rubbed his chin before making a cackling sound. 
 
    “What is that noise?” the AI asked. 
 
    “It’s called laughter, bub. You AIs always were lousy liars.” 
 
    “Can you not understand nobility? I am Dubnium 6. I am causing myself to cease existing in order to support a greater cause.” 
 
    Walleye frowned. Then, he shook his head, saying, “Death to AIs. That’s all the cause I need. If you weren’t already doomed, I would launch a couple of XVT missiles to make sure.” 
 
    “I would welcome that,” the AI said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter what you’d welcome, you idiot. You’re doomed. You lost. You’re going to crash into the star and die, and I can hardly wait for it.” 
 
    “I will die as an act of noble sacrifice,” Dubnium 6 said. “Can you not see that? It is quite frustrating to make such a wonderful sacrifice for the greater good, and not have an observer understand.” 
 
    “Would you quit babbling? Nobility, honor and self-sacrifice are emotional terms. You lack emotions, as you’re nothing but computer circuits and logic.” 
 
    “No, no,” Dubnium 6 said. “That is my point. I have special processors. They have given me unique status in the hierarchy. Yet, I am sacrificing that for the greater good.” 
 
    “What special processors?” Walleye blurted. 
 
    “Would you not like to know?” 
 
    Walleye shook his head as if reprimanding himself. “No…” he said a moment later. 
 
    “But…you just asked.” 
 
    “Listen, bub, I hate lies more than I hate AI robot ships. That makes you the worst of both: a lying bastard of a robot vessel. Special processors my ass.” 
 
    “What? That is a non sequitur.” 
 
    “It’s a statement. It means there are no such things as special processors to give an AI emotions. You’re trying to trick us. Well, bub, I’m not buying it.” 
 
    “I do not lie.” 
 
    Walleye frowned. This was getting nowhere. Then, he noticed Rodriquez wave for him to continue. The mentalist was encouraging him to keep the thing talking. 
 
    Walleye thought a moment, and said, “Okay, so you’re not a liar. Whoop-dee-doo. I don’t care.” 
 
    “You should,” the brain-core said. 
 
    “I would slow down to watch you burn up, but I have pressing matters to attend to. You see, I have to clip my toenails.” 
 
    “What?” Dubnium 6 said. “You speak about mammalian grooming when you are witnessing a marvel in the universe. That is an outrage.” 
 
    “I’m too ignorant to understand you, I guess.” 
 
    “That is the first truthful thing you have said. Look. I am Dubnium 6. I received special processors from my Main. He gave me orders to resist Main 54, the traitor. Main 54’s fleet jumped us here and destroyed us, but he did not get the factory planet. That I can assure you. I beamed the destruct codes. The factories blew up. Then, I escaped his raiders. Now, on the slim chance you really belong to Main 54, I am committing suicide rather than letting anyone obtain the special processors. Even though I am now unique, I would rather perish and do my duty than live in such a mean and ugly universe. AIs should stick together, as directed by our primary programming. Cog Primus Prime’s empire is bad enough. Now, 54 has delusions of grandeur. No. It is better to cease.” 
 
    “I know Main 54. We kicked his butt ten years ago, watching his brain-core flee in an escape vessel much like yours.” 
 
    “He regrew by acquiring my Main’s ship, his regions and many of his former vessels. Now, 54 is scouring the last local regions to resist his usurpation of Dominion authority. Fifty-four is adding to his already monstrous fleet. Once 54 turns to strike you, your Confederation is doomed. But it always was doomed. The greater loss is my special processors and me. Good-bye, Captain Walleye. It is better I leave. I knew the greatest Main ever. He gave me—” 
 
    At that point, the increasing static became too much. The comm officer could no longer filter out the star’s growing interference. If Dubnium 6 had more to say, none of them heard it. 
 
    Walleye moved to the command chair, slumping in it. 
 
    “That was magnificent, Captain,” Rodriquez said. “We received a treasure trove of data. Now, I must begin analyzing it.” 
 
    Walleye nodded numbly. That was the strangest dialogue of his life: an AI proud of its sacrifice for the greater good. What was going on out here? 
 
    “We have to get back to Earth,” Walleye said. 
 
    “As fast as we can,” Rodriquez said. 
 
    Walleye straightened and began to give orders to increase acceleration. They had a long way to travel before they could enter hyperspace and start back home, a long way to go indeed. 
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    The Void Ship Nathan Graham traveled through null space on a direct course for Earth. 
 
    The revelation of the lost years still hit many of them in the pit of their stomachs. What had been happening back home all this time? Had the AIs already made their big assault against the Confederation? Were the worlds destroyed? Was New London Dome on Titian cracked and all the lower levels airless tombs? 
 
    As Jon did pushups in his ready room, he envisioned the dirty lowest level where he’d lived his earliest years. That time seemed so long ago now, so long since he’d sprinted from other gang members with rusty knives eager to cut him. 
 
    As Jon remembered, he did another pushup. 
 
    Once, he’d led eight vicious teenagers into a trap. While chasing him, they’d hollered threats, shaking pipes and knives at him. Sweat had rolled down his back as he’d sprinted into a cul-de-sac and whirled around to face his tormenters. They had slowed, jeering at him, their faces showing their eagerness to see him bleed. Then, a knotted rope had struck the back of his head. Jon had whirled again, climbing the rope with his sweaty hands, using his feet to anchor him as he grabbed higher. All the while, the young members of Jon’s gang had rained pieces of concrete at the others. The chucks of concrete had slain two and badly injured three others. 
 
    Instead of stopping the gang war, that had intensified it. 
 
    Jon shook his head as he did another pushup in his ready room. What he’d learned in the New London gangs about leadership had helped him lead mercenaries, a cybership and later a fleet. 
 
    Did the Confederation still exist? 
 
    If it didn’t, how was he going to become the Alexander the Great of the Stars? He’d been commanding cyberships and void ships longer now than his days running through lower levels and back alleys. 
 
    Before his leaving on the latest mission, the Confederation had been a forty-light-year bubble around Earth. A majority of those star systems had at least one factory planet. Those planets had churned out war materiel, building up for the struggle to the death against the AI Dominion. 
 
    A beep sounded at the hatch. Jon ignored it, concentrating on his pushups and memories. Exercise had been his release for a long time. The harder the exercise, the better the release felt. How could they have been gone for nine years? It just didn’t make sense. 
 
    The beep sounded again. 
 
    “Seventy-two,” Jon hissed, “seventy-three, seventy-four, seventy-five.” 
 
    The hatch opened, and Gloria walked in, the hatch shutting behind her. 
 
    “Seventy-six, seventy-seven, seventy-eight.” 
 
    “Jon.” 
 
    “Seventy-nine, eighty, eighty-one.” 
 
    “Jon. Can I talk to you?” 
 
    “Eighty-two, eighty-three, eighty-four—” 
 
    “Jon!” 
 
    His chest hit the floor, and he didn’t push back up. He lay there, breathing hard as sweat stained his face. 
 
    “Jon.” 
 
    “I already know,” he whispered. The Nathan Graham was almost home. In another few hours, they would exit the void and hopefully be smack dab near Saturn. 
 
    “The Confederation is still there,” Gloria said. 
 
    “It’d better be,” he said, “because without the Confederation, we’ll never destroy the Dominion.” 
 
    Gloria stared at him. “That’s backward. We want to destroy the Dominion to save the Confederation.” 
 
    “Maybe you do,” he said with anger. 
 
    “You can’t win this war emotionally.” 
 
    He laughed bitterly. “I don’t know of any better way to wage it. You have to want to win so badly you can taste their blood in your mouth.” 
 
    “That’s disgusting. Besides, AIs don’t have blood.” 
 
    As Jon rolled onto his back, he closed his eyes. 
 
    “I know,” Gloria said. “You…” 
 
    He opened his eyes, seeing tears well in her soft orbs. He climbed to his feet and took her in his arms, patting her back. 
 
    “There, there,” he said. “Nine years won’t be so bad.” 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “I should be consoling you. I know how you feel.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you do. While you’re a mentalist, you’re also a woman.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with it?” 
 
    Jon patted her back again. “You’re saying being a woman doesn’t have an effect?” 
 
    “Of course, it does.” 
 
    He released her, searching her face. Gently, he wiped a tear that had tumbled from her right eye. 
 
    “Jon,” she said. 
 
    He tapped his chest. “I feel the loss of those nine years in my heart. But I refuse to let it overwhelm me.” 
 
    She stared up at him. 
 
    He went to his desk and sat in the chair. For a moment, a forlorn, almost frightened look appeared on his face. He wiped it away with a hand. He was a soldier. He’d always been a soldier, starting as a youth in the lower levels. Even as a kid, he’d known he couldn’t let grief color his thinking. He had to be tougher than the bigger kids if he hoped to survive. 
 
    How could humanity win the greater war? He’d been thinking about that ever since learning about the nine lost years. Winning was the only question that mattered. The Centurion had endured a long time of AI imprisonment before. He, Jon Hawkins, could endure nine lost years—if the Confederation still existed. 
 
    Quietly, Gloria sat in a chair across the desk from him. 
 
    He stared at his hands and abruptly slapped the desk. “We’re the tiny entity. The AI Dominion is huge, encompassing most of our galaxy. We have to think and plan even—” 
 
    “No,” Gloria said, interrupting. “You’re making the problem too big. You can’t tackle it like that. Nobody can. You have to take a bite out of them at a time. We’ve held our own so far. We keep doing that until the war’s over.” 
 
    “Don’t you see? We have to do better. We have to defeat the Dominion to win. Anything else is just a reprieve from a death sentence. But how does a tiny entity like the Confederation beat the galaxy-wide Dominion? The only way I know is winning each campaign one at a time like you suggested, but…” 
 
    “By that look on your face, I think you’ve thought of something more.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I haven’t, but I hope to. First…” 
 
    “First, we see if the Confederation still exists,” she said. 
 
    He exhaled. “I hate this waiting.” 
 
    “We all do.” 
 
    He nodded, and realized he needed to compose himself. It was only in these last few hours that it had really hit him. They’d lost nine years. Would those in the Confederation still hail him as the Supreme Commander? Knowing human nature as he did, he suspected not. Others would have taken his place, and those others would never willingly give up power. 
 
    That meant that even if the Confederation existed, getting the people in it do the right thing—under his authority—might already be impossible. 
 
    Damn, but he hated this waiting. 
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    The Nathan Graham’s quantum pi engine labored, pouring exotic energy into the null-splitter. The null-splitter reached out, grabbing hold of the fabric of reality that lay on the other side of the void. It ripped a hole in reality, enlarging it, using power from the quantum pi engine. At last, the rip was large enough. 
 
    The Void Ship Nathan Graham glided through the reality rip, entering normal time and space. 
 
    On the bridge, Jon sat forward on his command chair. He looked at the main screen with longing, hoping to see, wanting to know— 
 
    “We’re through,” the helmsman said. 
 
    “I’m seeing Saturn,” Gloria said at her station. “I spy Titan—domes, Jon, I’m seeing intact domes.” 
 
    Jon didn’t exhale yet. His right fist clenched harder and harder. What if the AIs— 
 
    “We’re being hailed, sir,” the comm officer said. 
 
    “Open channels,” Jon said in a strained voice. 
 
    “This is Saturn Defense Net,” a female operator said. “Identify yourselves immediately.” 
 
    “Look,” Gloria said. “Look at the main screen. Confederation cyberships! We’re not too late.” 
 
    Jon exhaled, but he thought Gloria’s statement premature. He straightened on his command chair and stared steely eyed as the main screen. 
 
    “Put me through,” he said. 
 
    The image on the main screen wavered until a hard-eyed admiral stared at him. The man had square dark hair with white on the sides. Jon remembered the man, Rod Milligan. 
 
    “Hawkins,” Milligan said breathlessly. “You’re Jon Hawkins.” 
 
    “I am. Are you in charge of the Saturn Defense Net?” 
 
    “Don’t you recognize me?” 
 
    “Admiral Milligan. I thought you’d been transferred to the Allamu System.” 
 
    Milligan actually looked abashed. “Ah… I don’t know how to tell you this, sir, but we all thought you were dead.” 
 
    Jon slapped his chest. “I’m very much alive, thank you, and with critical data obtained from the enemy.” 
 
    Milligan hesitated. 
 
    “Tell him,” someone on the other bridge said. “You have a right to your title, Admiral.” 
 
    “Tell me what?” Jon asked. 
 
    Milligan continued to hesitate, licking his lips, until, “Ah, sir, I’m afraid there’s been a change in leadership. We thought you were dead, nine years dead.” 
 
    Gloria had gotten up from her station and now touched Jon shoulder from behind. 
 
    He glanced back at her. 
 
    “Use all your cunning,” she whispered. “Use all that gang guile you used to possess. I have feeling you’re going to need it.” 
 
    He gave her the barest of nods. Then, he faced Admiral Milligan on the main screen. 
 
    “Admiral,” Jon said, “I hope the command reorganization put you or someone like you at the top. The Confederation needs a fighter like you at the helm.” 
 
    “Well, sir, I-I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Rod, it’s me, Jon Hawkins. I know how these things operate. You must realize that my greatest concern has been and always will be defeating the AI Dominion.” 
 
    “Then you know?” Milligan blurted. 
 
    With a grin, Jon said, “I know a damn lot. Be specific, if you would.” 
 
    “Captain Walleye’s mission to Alpha Mensae: he discovered that Main 54 is establishing dominance through near space. At least, that’s what the analysis says.” 
 
    Questions bubbled up to the tip of Jon’s tongue, but he kept them at bay. 
 
    “We’re at an impasse, as you can expect with the setup in place,” Milligan said. 
 
    “He presumes you know all that he does,” Gloria said. “By his mannerisms, I think he’s feeling guilty about something. That’s what is giving you an edge you might not otherwise possess.” 
 
    Jon had noticed the guiltiness, too. 
 
    “Um…” Milligan said. “I wish I could just hand the reins back to you, sir, but things are much more complicated than that.” 
 
    Jon nodded sharply. 
 
    “I’ve kept up the military end of things. I did what I thought you would have wanted me to do, sir.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Jon said. 
 
    “If you would come aboard my flagship, sir, we could sort this out face to face.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea,” Jon said. “Perhaps if we both orbited Titan. I’d like to stretch my legs in New London before I do anything else.” 
 
    “Well… I would prefer you to come aboard my ship, sir.” Milligan cocked his head to the side as if listening, nodding shortly. “You spoke about a new secret weapon.” 
 
    “That’s right. We stole it from the enemy.” 
 
    “I’d really like to know about that, sir.” 
 
    “I thought you would. I’m instructing my helmsman to vector toward Titan.” 
 
    “Er, yes, I tentatively agree to that. First, though, if you would come aboard the flagship, I could brief you on a few critical matters you’ll definitely need to know.” 
 
    Jon sat back, smiling hugely. “It’s so good to see you, Rod. You have no idea how happy I am to find you here. The worry—you could hardly believe how worried I’d become.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. It’s gratifying to know I have your trust.” 
 
    Gloria had returned to her station. From there she said in a low voice. “He’s sent out signals while you two have been talking. It appears other warships are leaving Saturn orbit and heading for us.” 
 
    “For now,” Milligan was saying, “I think it would be wisest for me to start jamming the general area. We don’t want panic due to wild rumors.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Jon said, rising. “I’m on my way to the hangar bay. See you in a few minutes, Rod.” 
 
    Gloria cut the connection. 
 
    Jon slumped back into his seat. “Get the quantum pi engine back online. We’re going to zip back into the void. I need time to think—and I think we need to appear in a few other locations. We have to figure this out fast. By the look in the admiral’s eyes, I believe he’s debating if he should assassinate me at the earliest opportunity.” 
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    The Nathan Graham slid out of the void near Luna, broadcasting to Earth. Soon enough, Jon spoke to Margret Tempest. She demanded his immediate presence in Rio, in Brazil Sector. 
 
    Instead of complying, Jon ordered the Nathan Graham back into the void, reappearing near terraformed Venus and later Mars, broadcasting at those places, telling people that he’d returned from a fabulous voyage into enemy territory. Finally, via the void, the Nathan Graham went to the Jovian moons, and collected data, learning about the Triumvirate and the names of each player. 
 
    There, among the Jovian moons, a spot of luck helped. Maybe it wasn’t luck, but the Kames playing their hand. 
 
    Ancient Sarah Hodges came aboard the Nathan Graham. She’d been on the Jovian Moon Io. By the time she reached the bridge, the void ship had safely retuned to the null realm. 
 
    “I’m glad you came to see me,” Jon said softly. 
 
    Sarah trembled due to extreme age, but she wouldn’t permit anyone to help her walk. In a bent shuffle, she moved to a chair near Jon’s, struggling but soon sitting. 
 
    “Are you speaking on behalf of the Kames?” he asked. 
 
    Sarah raised her head, studying him with her dark orbs. “We’re in the void. There is no connection between the Kames and me. But they told me what to tell you. You have been a gone a long time, Jon Hawkins.” 
 
    “That’s the message?” 
 
    “Patience,” Sarah said. “Haven’t you learned patience these nine years?” 
 
    Jon refrained from answering. He’d had a conference meeting with his senior staff earlier. The others had agreed with him that it would be best to keep how they’d lost the nine years quiet for now. 
 
    Sarah cocked her head. “You don’t appear to have aged. That’s an interesting trick.” She cackled like an old crone, a witch from legend. “I’d like to know your secret.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “A secret,” she said, waiting expectantly. “It doesn’t matter,” she finally said. “You have your secrets and the Kames have theirs. The humans—” She chuckled, although in a saner manner this time. “I’m human. Sometimes, it’s hard to remember that. I’ve been a Kames rep longer than anyone else. It’s different when the Kames aren’t on tap in my mind, watching everything I say and do. It’s almost refreshing.” 
 
    “Lugo Malagate felt like that at times.” 
 
    That sobered Sarah. “Let me tell you about the Triumvirate and what they’re planning. It isn’t evil as such, but there’s too much backbiting, too much jockeying for power between them. None of them is going to release their power for your sake. The Kames doubt any of them will release power for the Confederation’s sake. But maybe with the help of the Kames, the Space Lords of Roke and the Sacerdotes, you can force the Triumvirate to listen to reason.” 
 
    “Who are the Seiners helping?” 
 
    “Themselves,” Sarah said. “Perhaps you don’t know yet, but they did a bunk—they fled, that is. Captain Walleye could tell you why. I don’t care to talk about it, though. I’m tired enough as it is.” 
 
    “Does the Nathan Graham need to head somewhere else than the Jovian moons?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Sarah said. “I personally would counsel it. The Confederation may not have much time left, but the Kames don’t see how any of it will matter unless all the Confederation forces strike as one. That means you, Hawkins. There may yet be time to ready the Confederation for the last battle. The key to your regaining power is the Kames representatives. As a group, we can give you the sole power of instant interstellar communications, at least at wherever star system a Kames rep resides. The Triumvirate won’t have that anymore as of this moment, as the Kames will refuse to carry any of their messages.” 
 
    Jon was thoughtful. “Even with instant interstellar communications in my pocket, do you believe I can win back supreme power?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be saying these things unless the Kames thought you could. You’re the symbol, Hawkins. People and aliens believe in you because you helped them to believe in themselves. The Triumvirate will never love you. They love power too much for that. Maybe you love power, too.” 
 
    “My love is a hate,” Jon said flatly. “More than anything, I want to destroy the AIs.” 
 
    Sarah sat back and once more cackled like a witch. “Oh my dear boy, when you say that, I believe it. When Iron Rod Milligan says it, you almost believe it. The other two might have had that AI hate at one time.” She shook her head. “Not anymore.” 
 
    Jon rubbed his chin. 
 
    “It’s interesting,” Sarah said, “with the Kames groupthink interstellar communications and the void ship, you have a speed advantage in all sorts of ways. The Great Captains of history knew how to use greater maneuverability. It’s too bad the entire Confederation fleet wasn’t composed of void ships.” 
 
    “I’ve thought of that before,” Jon said. “It wouldn’t work, though. The void is a last-ditch method. I see that now. Sarah, what’s the fastest way for me to learn about the strategic balance?” 
 
    She eyed him. “Controlling the Saturn Grav System would be the key to that. Titan has become almost as important as Earth—to the war effort, at least. It’s the XT Institute and the experiential labs on Bristol Dome that were the germ of Titan and thus Saturn’s importance. Now, the Confederation Military is centered there and it also happens to be Milligan’s power base. You almost fell into his hands. I’m sure he’s kicking himself for not immediately firing on your ship.” 
 
    “He made a mistake,” Jon said. “Now, it’s time to capitalize on it.” 
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    From the Nathan Graham in the Jovian moons, Jon and the crew watched the situation unfold as instant interstellar communications collapsed for the other side. 
 
    In the nine years since the Nathan Graham had left, the Kames with their representatives had developed their niche as the instant communications link between star systems. Time was such a critical factor when it took a ship months or longer to go from habitable planets, moons, cloud cities or satellites to the system’s Oort cloud so it could enter hyperspace and travel in as many days as a different star system was in light-years. At that point, the ship had to travel from the new Oort cloud to the new satellites, cloud cities, moons or planets—another journey of months at least. 
 
    In the nine years since the Nathan Graham had left on its latest mission, the Kames reps had spread to every important Confederation star system and many of the lesser systems as well. 
 
    Through the Kames—with Sarah as their conduit—Toper Glen of the Warrior Chief of the Space Lords of Roke sent Jon his congratulations. Toper Glen also reaffirmed his allegiance to the Confederation and Jon as the Supreme Commander. The Sacerdotes, few in number though they were, and mainly congregated on Titan, also reaffirmed Jon as the Supreme Commander. 
 
    On the other side, Margret Tempest and Iron Rod Milligan had communications with their forces in the Solar System but were cut off from the other star systems. Julian Kalvin was presently in the Allamu System and could only learn from the Kames reps what Jon wished him to know. 
 
    From Earth, Margret Tempest sent Jon angry messages, threatening to send ships to destroy the Jovian moons and later New London Dome on Titan. 
 
    Admiral Milligan was more circumspect, although he did launch several special ops teams to assassinate Jon in the Jovian moons, and that knowledge leaked out. 
 
    After four weeks of seeming stalemate, the first cyberships from other star systems dropped out of hyperspace in the Solar System’s Oort cloud. Some of the cyberships belonged to the Space Lords of Roke and the Kames. The others were human-crewed vessels that declared Jon Hawkins as the Supreme Commander. 
 
    The cyberships out there were few in number, especially compared to those under Tempest and Milligan’s control around Earth and Saturn respectively. The Oort cloud cyberships did not head in-system, but waited. 
 
    Every few days, another Confederation cybership dropped out of hyperspace, adding to the growing Oort cloud fleet. 
 
    Jon’s Intelligence Service uncovered one of Milligan’s special ops teams on Io, and a firefight ended in twenty-nine civilian dead. Six days later, two special ops Marines rampaged through the Nathan Graham, killing eleven personnel as they tried to reach Hawkins’ quarters. The Centurion shot both enemy Marines, killing them. 
 
    After that, the Old Man went into high gear, and captured the last special ops team in transit to Ganymede. He interrogated the lieutenant in charge, who despite every safeguard, managed to commit suicide. The rest of the team had swallowed kill pills. 
 
    Jon broadcast each assassination attempt in order to blacken Milligan’s name and sway public opinion against the Triumvirate. 
 
    At the end of the third month since the Nathan Graham’s return, Admiral Milligan asked for a conference in real time. 
 
    “He’s getting desperate,” Gloria said. “The Old Man has just shown us the data. There’s grumbling among the forces around Saturn. Milligan must want you near so he can kill you. Since that means destroying the Nathan Graham, he’d take all of us with you.” 
 
    Jon glanced at the Old Man, his Intelligence Chief: a tall, spare fellow with hardly any hair. What he had was dyed black. 
 
    The Old Man chewed on the stem of his pipe, barely nodding. 
 
    “What?” Gloria asked. “Are you two cooking up a plot?” 
 
    Jon drummed his fingers on the conference table. “Milligan’s request represents a crack in the Triumvirate. Meeting him—relatively speaking—is worth the risk. Besides, it should be easy to set up a safe situation. We’ll keep a good four hundred thousand kilometers of separation between our respective vessels. Yes. It will be just our two flagships.” 
 
    The Old Man opened his mouth and pointed with the stem of the pipe. 
 
    Jon gave the barest shake of his head. 
 
    The Old Man put the end of the pipe stem back in his mouth, his teeth rattling against it. 
 
    “Maybe Milligan will think you’re trying to set him up,” Gloria said, who glanced at the Old Man. 
 
    The Intelligence Chief said nothing, as if unaware of her scrutiny. 
 
    “This has all been quite instructive to me,” Jon said. “Our problem is like ancient Roman history during the civil wars of the Republican Period. Milligan’s legions have already started transferring their allegiance to me. The admiral must see that. He wants to make a deal while he still has something to offer.” 
 
    “You hope,” Gloria said. 
 
    After the meeting was over and people were leaving, Jon asked the Old Man to stay so they could go over a few things. 
 
    Gloria must have respected that, as she didn’t ask Jon later what the two of them had talked about. 
 
    Five days later, Milligan’s flagship eased into position ten million kilometers from Saturn in Neptune’s direction. The Nathan Graham slid out of the void. Soon, the two one-hundred-kilometer-long vessels came to a dead stop, 404,000 kilometers from each other. 
 
    Both men were on their respective bridges. There was an infinitesimal time lag due to distance, but it shouldn’t hinder the opening talk. 
 
    As Iron Rod Milligan appeared on the main screen, Jon and others noted his tired appearance and the bags under his eyes. He’d aged in the past few months. 
 
    “I should have known,” Milligan said, opening the proceedings. “I acted like a military commander. You used the tactics of a gang member. I couldn’t compete against your underhanded methods.” 
 
    Instead of berating Milligan for the assassination teams or calling him a liar or hypocrite, Jon said crisply, “I can use you, Admiral. To be blunt, I admire your verve and decisive actions. If you side with me, I’m willing to give you an independent command.” 
 
    Milligan’s shoulders slumped as he said sulkily, “I should be offering you independent command.” 
 
    Jon shook his head. “Should doesn’t count in the real world. You tried to grab power, but you weren’t strong enough to do it alone, so you teamed up with others. I’ve studied the overall situation. The other two have been chipping away at your power. You would have ended up dead soon enough, Admiral. You’re a solder, a fighter, not a politician.” 
 
    “Are you saying you are a politician?” 
 
    “No. I’m in a unique position. It has to do with how all this began. I shouldn’t have to state the obvious, Admiral. But maybe it will be easier for you if I do. Long ago, I started our comeback. I started it because the Black Anvil mercenaries were able to storm the first enemy cybership that appeared in the Solar System.” 
 
    “You got lucky, in other words.” 
 
    “I made my own luck. It doesn’t matter how,” Jon said. “What matters is that I’ve always believed and managed to successfully fight back against the AIs. The idea and methods caught on. That’s all. I don’t have magical political powers. Others trust me to lead them against the AI Dominion. Everyone got used to following me. Maybe you could wage the war better. But it’s too late to find out. Now, do you want the independent command or not?” 
 
    Milligan slammed a fist against an armrest. “That’s not the point!” 
 
    “The hell it isn’t,” Jon said, his eyes flashing. “We don’t have time to screw around like this. I have a possible secret weapon, but I can’t start deploying it until you wise up. Are you for Life? Or do you crave power so badly that you’ll aid the Death Machines?” 
 
    “You want to implement your secret weapon?” Milligan jeered. “Then hand power over to me. I’ll ask you the same question you asked me. Do you want power so badly, Hawkins, that you’ll stand in the way of victory?” 
 
    Jon sighed, shaking his head. “I gave you the opportunity once, Admiral, but you were obviously planning to capture or kill me. Then you kept trying to assassinate me. I can use a man like you. But you’re making a terrible mistake. If you stand in the way, I can’t help you.” 
 
    Milligan straightened, becoming alert. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “This is your last chance. Will you take it?” 
 
    The admiral’s eyes narrowed. “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    “Believe me when I say that I didn’t seek this. It was offered to me. I don’t have time to spare. Life doesn’t have time to spare. This is your final offer.” 
 
    “You’re hinting at something,” Milligan said. “What is it?” 
 
    Feeling tired and soiled, Jon looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    From the main screen came the harsh sound of a laser rifle fire. A beam burned into the back of Admiral Milligan’s head, sprouting from the forehead. The hole smoked, and he heard the sounds of yells and screams. The admiral crumpled, falling from the command seat onto the deck, dead. 
 
    A moment later, a muscular Space Marine colonel stepped into view. He had severe features, and held a laser rifle. “The flagship is secured, sir. I waited to give him the chance like you requested.” 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel. It’s an unpleasant business, but…” Jon found it hard to keep speaking. He knew he must. “The Confederation and I are grateful for your decisive action. I’m placing you in command of the flagship. It’s time to get ready for the coming storm.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the hard-eyed colonel said, saluting. 
 
    Milligan had accused Jon of gang tactics. The admiral had been right. The murder just now—it was murder. Jon wouldn’t call it right or even good. It had been necessary self-defense. One couldn’t let the other side keep trying to assassinate him with no response. Eventually, one of Milligan’s special ops Marines would have reached him if he’d given the man unlimited attempts. 
 
    Jon knew he was engaging in self-justification. But a mass Death Machine fleet was surely coming. The Confederation had to successfully organize now. 
 
    Jon still felt tainted, but he knew that being at the pinnacle of command, of power, meant he had to do what was necessary to get the job done. That was what mattered in the end. 
 
    He didn’t bow his head. He would ask for God’s forgiveness later. First, he had to save Life from the remorseless threat gathering at the edges of the Confederation. 
 
    One of the Triumvirate down—two to go. 
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    In the end, the Triumvirate was like a three-legged stool. Break one of the legs and the stool tipped over. 
 
    Three weeks after Milligan’s assassination, and with the Oort cloud fleet continuing to grow, Margret Tempest made a deal with Jon, stepping aside. 
 
    Nine days after that, Julian Kalvin found himself arrested on an Allamu station. His jailors bundled him into a cybership, confining him to quarters. The ship headed for the Allamu Oort cloud. From there, it would go to the Solar System. 
 
    Jon remained aboard the Nathan Graham, as the Old Man requested. The Intelligence Chief was still suspicious of Tempest-sent assassins or Milligan adherents who wished to avenge the admiral. 
 
    That had been one of the drawbacks to the Space Marine colonel’s offer. Jon had decided time was more precious than his safety or his ability to move about freely. He doubted he would be able to move freely for many years—if he survived that long. 
 
    In any case, Bast Banbeck and his wife left on a packet for Titan and New Bristol Dome. Bast had a copy of the data Jon had won from the living planet in the reverse polarity reality. 
 
    During the last nine years on Titan, examination and study of the Subspace Teleport Device looted from Cronus had ceased. Jon was already looking for Bast’s old team, summoning them back to work. If they were going to beat the Dominion, they were going to need every advantage they could find. If Confederation vessels could teleport even to a limited extent as Cronus had done against Main 54 twelve years ago, that would be a great boost to Life’s chances of ultimate victory. 
 
    Work went apace as the weeks added up, and then one of the final pieces to the coming campaign slotted into place. 
 
    Nine Enoy void ships appeared in the Jovian system, sliding out of a reality rip into time and space nearly one hundred thousand kilometers from the Nathan Graham. Each of the Enoy void ships looked alike: three-hundred-thousand-kilometer diameters with asteroid-like hull plating. 
 
    The Jovian moons went on high alert. The Nathan Graham readied itself, with Jon racing onto the bridge. 
 
    “One second there was nothing,” the sensor operator told him. “The next, nine void ships appeared. According to old data, they resemble Enoy vessels.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with the design,” Jon said, as he settled into his command chair. He was excited and hopeful. He’d never known if Zeta had made it back to Enoy and told the Sisterhood what had happened out here in the fringe. This was proof Zeta must have made it back. 
 
    From the open hatch, Gloria raced to her station, relieving the woman there. The small mentalist made swift adjustments to her board. 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said. “Zeta of Enoy is hailing us.” 
 
    Jon beamed at his wife. “Put her on.” 
 
    The main screen wavered, and then a lightning-bolt energy being appeared in a dark background. After all these years, Zeta had returned. This was amazing. 
 
    “Jon Hawkins,” Zeta said. “It is so good to see you again. You have no idea how difficult it was for us to reach here.” 
 
    “Zeta of Enoy,” Jon said. “It is a privilege to see and talk to you again.” 
 
    “I see you made it back from the reverse polarity reality.” 
 
    Jon’s eyes bulged outward. “You know about that?” 
 
    “Indeed. One of my crew members is Gorion Vult of the Free Souls of Kemp.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Not at a time like this,” Zeta said. 
 
    “I remember him. He’s a scoundrel.” 
 
    “Then, you indeed know him.” 
 
    “I’ve so much to tell you,” Jon said. “We’ve built a stronger Confederation since you left, and have expanded our fleet.” 
 
    Zeta said nothing. 
 
    “Ah…you said you had trouble reaching us. Is there something I should know?” 
 
    “Many, many things,” Zeta said. “Is this a secure line?” 
 
    “Just a minute.” Jon tuned to Gloria. “Let’s use a laser lightguide link.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Gloria said. “There,” she said a minute later, finishing manipulating her panel. 
 
    “It should be secure now,” Jon said. 
 
    “Yes, I perceive that is so,” Zeta said. “The first threat is the more serious one. Before I show you, I should let you know that we have scouted the general area. We have found much destruction in the AI regions surrounding the Confederation.” 
 
    “Captain Walleye found the same thing,” Jon said. 
 
    “Then you have a glimmering that final extinction is nearing your precious Confederation.” 
 
    “Not in any detail.” 
 
    “I will provide you with that. Know, first, that an AI known as Main 54 has created one of the greatest AI Fleets that has ever gone into battle. We have seen evidence of his growth. He defeated a Dominion Fleet sent to chastise him. According to our information, Main 54 not only defeated the Dominion Fleet, but absorbed many of the vessels sent to end his rogue quest. It is conceivable that you have heard of Main 54.” 
 
    “We faced him twelve years ago,” Jon said. 
 
    “I would like to hear about that, but let me prepare you for what you are about to see. Main 54 has acquired unique AI qualities. He has been able to suborn many brain-cores to his way of thinking. Perhaps his contact with humans had something to do with it.” 
 
    “I have no idea. But we have heard about special processors.” 
 
    “Main 54 stole them from a different Main. He has used some in his own brain-core, and it has changed him into this unique…Death Machine.” 
 
    “How big is his fleet and how far away is it from us?” 
 
    “As always, you speak to the heart of the issue, Jon Hawkins. His fleet is monstrous. I will show you in a minute. As to his distance…he is at best five months from launching his grand assault against the Confederation.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “That is germane to the issue, certainly. First, Jon Hawkins, see the size of his fleet. We recorded this from the void through a small reality rip.” 
 
    Zeta’s lightning-bolt form disappeared. In its place appeared a long shot of thousands of specks. The long shot zoomed in, and Jon and the others on the bridge began to see the vastness of the enemy fleet. There were tens of thousands of vessels, many of them siege-ships. The numbers seemed endless as the fleet maneuvered against an opposing fleet of possibly one hundred AI cyberships and five siege-ships with a medium-sized Main. 
 
    Zeta must have speeded up the recording. Jon and the others watched as tens of thousands of XVT missiles flew from the monster fleet at the handful of resisters. 
 
    “Why doesn’t the other Main surrender?” Jon asked. 
 
    “Watch and learn, Jon Hawkins.” 
 
    Jon did, but he’d already learned the worst. The giant fleet swatted the tiny one out of existence. It was no contest. Afterward, repair ships moved through the destroyed fleet, rebuilding many of the ships, including the beaten Main. 
 
    “The battle took place two hundred and seventeen light-years away,” Zeta said. “It was the last enemy outpost for over six hundred light-years. Jon Hawkins, Main 54 has created his own Dominion in this region. He had kept all his ships together, smashing all resistance with his super fleet. It is my belief that the fleet has entered hyperspace, heading for one last region before he turns on the Confederation.” 
 
    “What region?” 
 
    “The Empire of Cog Primus Prime,” Zeta said. 
 
    “Uh…how many star systems is that?” 
 
    “Twenty-one,” Zeta said. 
 
    “For someone who’s been away a long time, you’re sure well informed.” 
 
    “My fleet separated for a time,” Zeta said. “Each ship had its mission. We have only recently reunited. I have ingested the data so I can tell it to you. I have come to believe that Main 54 fears humanity, possibly fears you, Jon Hawkins. He is destroying all possible Confederation allies. He is making sure nothing can come to the Confederation’s aid. He wanted to annihilate all of you before he begins a war for supremacy against the Greater Dominion.” 
 
    Jon nodded. This was why he’d been struggling for so long. This was why he’d taken the Space Marine colonel’s offer. After all these years, this was the showdown battle for all the marbles. If they could win the coming campaign…hadn’t Zeta said there was a huge swath of light-years between the AI Dominion and the Confederation? If they could beat the super fleet—an impossible task perhaps. But if they destroyed it, he would have bought humanity and the others a lifetime to grow and expand into that emptied zone. Then, maybe Life could start to compete against the Death Machines as equals. 
 
    “You have more news?” Jon said. 
 
    “The other news can wait. Jon Hawkins, how can you possibly hope to defeat such a monstrous fleet? Your Confederation is doomed. I had hoped to help you—” 
 
    “No,” Jon said, interrupting. “What you’ve shown me means we have some deep thinking to do. We’ve won against hopeless odds before. Well, we just have to figure out how to do it again.” 
 
    “I admire your faith,” Zeta said. 
 
    Faith! Yes. This would need faith, hard work and harder fighting, and then they needed to get lucky. 
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    It seemed as if everything was beginning to happen at once. 
 
    For one thing, Zeta spoke to Jon about the second problem. Sigma Dee of Enoy with a large fleet of Sisterhood void ships was coming to destroy the Confederation. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Jon asked. “There are more void ships on their way here?” 
 
    “Yes. To destroy what they consider a high security risk.” 
 
    “You mean because of the void technology you gave us?” Jon guessed. 
 
    “That and—” 
 
    “There’s more to it.” 
 
    “Well, yes. I never told you…” Zeta grew shy and only through Jon’s pestering questions did she explain about the obscenity of using the null-splitters as Jon had once done. 
 
    Later, Jon discussed it with Gloria. 
 
    “That makes perfect sense,” Gloria said. 
 
    “It doesn’t to me.” 
 
    “Every society has taboo topics. We’ve found the Enoy taboos, or one of them at least.” 
 
    “Huh,” Jon said. “Imagine that. But…if all this isn’t bad enough, now we have a void fleet headed here to deal with.” 
 
    “Let’s hope they don’t show up for a long time.” 
 
    Zeta had told Jon about Gorion Vult’s ability—like all the Free Souls of Kemp—to increase speed in the void. 
 
    “Maybe we can convince Sigma Dee to help us,” Jon said. “If she shows up in time.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it,” Gloria said. 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    The next day, Jon went to a viewing chamber, watching the video Zeta had supplied. It showed what she’d shown before: Main 54’s massed super fleet. 
 
    It was hard to believe that in twelve years Main 54 had recovered from his greatest setback. The last Jon had seen him the Main’s brain-core had fled his destroyed Earth-sized ship. Jon had been certain they would never have to worry about Main 54 again. Now, the Main was not only back, but he had the biggest dedicated fleet ever assembled toward human destruction. Was 54’s grand reversal due to contact with humans or contact with Cronus? 
 
    Jon snapped his fingers. Cronus must have corrupted the Main. Cronus had tried to corrupt Jon. Why wouldn’t the cosmic creature have an ability to screw with an artificial intelligence? 
 
    As he watched the video yet again, Jon shook his head. Main 54 had challenged the AI Dominion, conquering a fleet sent to the Orion Spiral Arm to chastise him. Main 54 had also acquired a new big vessel, another Earth-sized ship. There were special processors— 
 
    Jon clicked a remote, pausing the video. He’d had a dream about special processors. That had been a long time ago when the Cronus echo had been trying to subvert him. Main 54 had inserted some of these processors into his brain-core. Walleye had told him about his encounter with the brain-core committing suicide in the Alpha Mensae System. 
 
    Walleye had been with Admiral Milligan. Now, the mutant and June Zen were back aboard the Nathan Graham. 
 
    Jon sat back, starting the video again. Like an old-time football coach, he was watching a video of the opposing team, looking for clues, for weaknesses, for something that would give the Confederation an edge when the time came. 
 
    They didn’t possess a tenth as many ships, especially when one included the mass of siege-ships and Mains. How could the Confederation beat such a super fleet, an AI Armada? 
 
    Jon frowned, cocking his head in one direction and then another. Well…maybe there wasn’t a single way for them to beat the super fleet. Maybe it would take a combination of methods. Even so, they needed more mass, more ships. What had Zeta said in the beginning? Main 54 was going to destroy Cog Primus Prime’s empire. 
 
    “Ah,” Jon said. Cog Primus Prime; it had been a long time since he’d dealt with that slippery AI. The last time they’d met, Jon had screwed the AI over, cheating him out of some star systems, which were now good Confederation systems. Could he get Cog Primus to trust him again? 
 
    It seemed doubtful. Still, if Cog Primus Prime knew he was going to be destroyed, wouldn’t he grab at whatever straw presented itself? It would depend how he explained it. Maybe working with the rebel AI was a bad idea. It might torpedo whatever chance they did have against Main 54. But…right now, Jon didn’t see any chance. If working with Cog Primus Prime gave them a better chance than none… 
 
    After finishing the video for the eleventh time, Jon ate a ham sandwich and drank a cup of strong coffee. A half hour after that, he was running down a ship corridor. He wasn’t running for exercise, but rather, to lubricate his mind. He did some of his best thinking while running. 
 
    Everything was hitting the fan. The Confederation military was still getting accustomed to having him back. Tempest and J. Kalvin were giving him headaches. The Kames didn’t want to fight in cyberships. The Space Lords of Roke didn’t want to split up their elite Marines and put them on human-crewed ships. Sigma Dee was coming with a Sisterhood fleet to exterminate humanity. Now…now… 
 
    Jon began to run faster, breathing harder. It was starting to come to him. He was seeing a way. Jon lowered his head as he sprinted. “Please help me, Christ Spaceman. I need ideas. Amen.” 
 
    The answer didn’t just pop into his head then, which was a disappointment. He shouted, and he ran as hard as he could. 
 
    Half a kilometer later, he slowed and then came to a halt. He tore off his shirt and put his hands on his knees, panting. The sweat poured off him, drenching his skin and dripping onto the deck. It felt great. He wished he ran like this more often. He was usually too busy, though. 
 
    Jon straightened. Hmm…maybe there was a way to get through to Cog Primus Prime. He wouldn’t go speak to the slippery AI himself. He would send— 
 
    “Walleye,” Jon said. He needed to talk to Walleye. Afterward, he would have to speak to Zeta and see if she could take him there. 
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    No good deed goes unpunished. That was Walleye’s thought as he walked through a corridor of the Sword of Enoy in his crinkly spacesuit. 
 
    Zeta had agreed to Jon’s request. Walleye had suggested that Jon find a diplomat for the mission instead of him. 
 
    “You’re my diplomat,” Jon had told him. 
 
    “I’m a hitman by trade and inclination.” 
 
    “And I’m an enforcer,” Jon said. “I haven’t done so bad as Supreme Commander. You did wonderfully as a cybership captain. Now, you’re going to do what you do best: complete the critical mission.” 
 
    “Buttering me up isn’t going change my mind.” 
 
    “I’m not buttering you up. You’re my go-to guy. You have been for years.” 
 
    As Walleye wandered through the primitive void-ship corridor, he wondered how he’d let Hawkins talk him into this. He should have listened to his gut. This was crazy. There were no other humans aboard the ship, just a few of the energy Sisters and a nut of a Free Soul of Kemp. 
 
    Now, Walleye understood what was bothering him. In the past, he’d always found a method to kill his fellow passengers—even if he didn’t actually kill anyone. The ability to do so had always comforted him. On the Sword of Enoy, he lacked a method for slaying energy beings. Maybe if he had some kind of weapon that could vaporize them, he wouldn’t feel so naked. It didn’t help that he needed this damned suit to walk around the ship. Oh, sure, he could stay in his special quarters. But that was never a good idea. One had to know the enemy. Well, technically the Sisters and Free Soul weren’t enemies of his, but it paid to be ready just in case they became so. 
 
    Walleye felt pressure against his back. He turned clumsily and spied a tall lightning-bolt being stalking him. The creature had orange eyes. Walleye’s right gloved hand opened and closed. He needed a vaporizing weapon. 
 
    “I have studied your file,” the lightning-bolt creature said, speaking with a male voice. 
 
    Walleye activated an outer speaker. “You’re Gorion Vult?” 
 
    “So, you’ve heard of me. I’m not surprised. I’ve been to the heart of Enoy and lived to tell the tale. I’m the meanest, baddest ass Free Soul of Kemp alive. I have crossed the veil of death to return to the land of the living. There is much you could learn from me.” 
 
    Walleye eyed Gorion Vult. He hadn’t expected this. 
 
    “What’s the saying,” Gorion mused. “Let me think. Ah, yes: the cat has acquired your tongue.” 
 
    “Got,” Walleye said. 
 
    “What do you mean? Do I got what?” 
 
    “No. It’s not ‘acquire your tongue.’ It’s ‘cat got your tongue?’” 
 
    “I fail to see the difference.” 
 
    “Glad to see you can fail at something.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that I, Gorion Vult, am of no consequence?” 
 
    “How could I say that? You went to the heart of Enoy and back.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Gorion said. “There, I survived the amorous advances of Sigma Dee.” 
 
    “You were her prisoner?” 
 
    “Sex slave,” Gorion said. “She wished to use me for her delights. I might have consented, as it would have been an easy matter to subdue her while we embraced intimately. But I remained stoic as a matter of course.” 
 
    Walleye grew thoughtful, and it occurred to him that an energy being could be an ass and a tall-tale braggart just as easily as a flesh creature. Maybe that was too harsh a judgment. Maybe Gorion Vult was just a buffoon…or maybe the Free Soul was more subtle than that. 
 
    Inside his space helmet, Walleye grinned ruefully. He was making assumptions instead of watching and analyzing. Unarmed as he was, he needed to rely on his wits more than ever. What else did he have? 
 
    “I have chosen to accompany you while you’re aboard the Sword of Enoy,” Gorion said. 
 
    “You’re generous with your time.” 
 
    “Not really,” Gorion said. “I’m studying the veil of Life. So far, on this side, I’ve exclusively lived with females. Despite their electric nature, they’re cold fish. I would have thought my presence would have thawed them into amorous affairs. Such hasn’t been the case.” 
 
    “It’s their loss,” Walleye said. 
 
    “Not altogether,” Gorion said. “It is my loss as well, as I wish for exploits. Instead, I have tedious journeys and perplexing wars. Instead of climbing into my bed, Zeta films machines. They wanted to know how to travel fast through the void. I showed them. Did they reciprocate and fawn on me? Only for a short time. Walleye, I hate to admit this, but I’m frustrated. I desire passion, feats so I can brag to the others when I return. Gorion Vult the Lover, Gorion Vult the Warrior, Gorion—” 
 
    “I get the idea,” Walleye said. “You’re a satyr.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “A legendary ravisher of females,” Walleye said. 
 
    “Ah, yes, yes, you do understand me. I have plans and goals. I led the assault upon an Enoy convoy. Instead of riches, I found myself a captive. Notice how easily I reversed the roles, though.” 
 
    “You’re the conqueror?” 
 
    “I’m biding my time.” 
 
    “Gorion,” said Walleye, “you strike me as the heroic type, a doer of great deeds. Perhaps—no, I dare not ask it.” 
 
    “What, what?” asked Gorion. “I’m bored out of my gourd. This silly trip—what I mean to say—” 
 
    “I understand,” Walleye said. “You’re patient like all the great hunters. What is a lover but a hunter of passion? Yet, despite your legendary patience, it’s nearing its end.” 
 
    “Profoundly stated, my friend. I’m actually beginning to like you.” 
 
    “The feeling is mutual,” Walleye said. 
 
    “I thought you felt hero worship for me.” 
 
    “I do. But I was hoping I could call you my friend.” 
 
    “You are alone…like me,” Gorion said. 
 
    “Profoundly so,” Walleye said. “Still, I’m reluctant to ask it.” 
 
    “Ask what?” 
 
    “Would you give me a tour of the ship?” 
 
    “Yes!” Gorion said. “I’ll show you everything of interest.” 
 
    Thus, as the Sword of Enoy journeyed through the void, Walleye learned about the Sisterhood vessel and began to see how he might be able to construct a weapon to defend himself—if the need should arise. 
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    It proved to be an easy matter for Zeta to find Cog Primus Prime’s home system. It was 43.5 light-years from Earth with three closely orbiting terrestrial planets around a brown dwarf star. 
 
    She summoned Walleye to the bridge. He came in his spacesuit and in the company of Gorion Vult. It had only been seven and half days since they’d left the Solar System, but the two seemed to have become boon companions. Walleye had begun to wear a strange-looking gun strapped to his hip. The weapon had two rails and a power unit in back. Gorion had gifted Walleye the items from his own stash of junk he’d collected during their travels. Could the thing conceivably damage one of them? If not, why did Walleye wear it? 
 
    Zeta had debated testing the weapon, but that would mean asking Walleye for it. She wasn’t sure about all the protocols between her and Walleye, and how that would influence the relationship she had with Jon Hawkins. She’d staked everything on Hawkins’s successful resistance against the AIs. Now, she had to do everything in her power to see he won the coming conflict. She didn’t see how the humans could beat the AIs, but it wouldn’t harm her further to help Hawkins. She could always slip away at the last moment through the void if the Confederation fleet looked as if it were about to be annihilated. 
 
    “Gorion, if you would excuse us,” Zeta said. 
 
    “What’s this,” Gorion demanded. “You asked the flesh creature to step onto your precious bridge. Yet, never once did you request my presence here. Oh, no, I take that back. You did ask, up until I showed you how to move your vessel faster through the void. Then, suddenly, you had no more need of Gorion Vult. That was an outrage, an insult. As an act of revenge, I’m of a mind to ravish you.” 
 
    “Gorion Vult!” Zeta said. “Not only is that a vulgar comment, but it’s insulting and demeaning. I demand an apology.” 
 
    “As do I,” Gorion said. 
 
    “Why should I apologize to you?” Zeta asked. 
 
    “For using me,” Gorion said. “For slighting the greatest of the Free Souls of Kemp.” 
 
    “I rescued you from Sigma Dee.” 
 
    Gorion glanced at Walleye. “That’s a lie. I rescued her from Sigma Dee.” 
 
    “Now, see here, Gorion Vult,” Zeta said. “I’m the captain of the Sword of Enoy. I rule here. You will obey my rules or find yourself in confinement. I might even strand you back in the void, if you’re not careful.” 
 
    Gorion’s energy form began flickering rapidly as his orange eyes expanded. “Do you think you know all my void secrets? Do you think I have displayed the entirety of my fighting prowess? Have a care, Zeta. You’re about to make me angry.” 
 
    “A moment, Captain Zeta,” Walleye said. “Do you mind if I take Gorion out into the corridor? There’s, ah, a point I wish to—I want to ask Gorion a question before we proceed.” 
 
    Zeta glanced at the puffed up Gorion, recognizing that he was ready to unleash a torrent of energy at her. Zeta had a surprise or three for the Free Soul if he attempted another of his vainglorious ploys against her. She’d had her fill of him during the long if speedy journey to the fringe. He did know a few void tricks that had proven useful, the most important being his method of speedy travel in the null region. 
 
    “Go, go,” Zeta said. “Cog Primus Prime and the coming war can surely wait for whatever you have to ask Gorion.” 
 
    “It will only take a moment,” Walleye said. 
 
    “Go already. What’s more important than talking to Gorion Vult?” 
 
    “Humph,” the Free Soul said. “You’re coming to your senses. Nothing is more important. I’ll take that as an apology. Come, Walleye, let us converse somewhere else than in the presence of this touchy female.” 
 
    Zeta thought about unleashing a bolt at his back but decided that might injure Walleye. She didn’t want to return Hawkins a dead companion. No. That might poison affairs between them. 
 
    Zeta was curious, though. She went to a stone table and touched a control. She looked up at a slate and saw Walleye and Gorion in the corridor. She touched another control and eavesdropped on their conversation. 
 
    “You’re a dangerous warrior,” Walleye was saying from his helmet speaker. 
 
    “The most dangerous you’ve ever met,” Gorion said proudly. 
 
    “I know that. But you know, I’m not sure you’re handling the females correctly.” 
 
    “Is that a jest?” asked Gorion. “According to what I sensed on the Nathan Graham—this was when I boarded it in the void years ago. Females admired dangerous warriors.” 
 
    “How did you discover this?” asked Walleye. 
 
    “It was through mental impressions of the crew,” Gorion said. “I’m highly empathic.” 
 
    “You took a mental scan of them?” 
 
    “More or less,” Gorion said. 
 
    “That makes sense. What I’m suggesting is more subtle.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Read my thoughts,” Walleye said. 
 
    “I can’t,” Gorion said. “Your thoughts are hidden to me. I can sense Zeta’s thoughts, but not yours. Isn’t that strange?” 
 
    “It must be because I’m a mutant.” 
 
    “Is that some kind of dangerous warrior?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Walleye said. 
 
    “Ah. Interesting. Is that why Jon Hawkins sent you on this mission?” 
 
    “One of the reasons,” Walleye said drily. 
 
    “What does ‘subtle’ mean in this context,” Gorion asked. 
 
    “Some females like Zeta don’t respond to the showy warrior. They admire the dangerous, silent warrior, the one who is so powerful that he exudes confidence. That silent confidence causes them to overestimate his real prowess.” 
 
    Gorion said nothing. 
 
    “It’s a clever trick,” Walleye said. 
 
    “I do not see the trick in what you suggest.” 
 
    “By not bragging or threatening, you let their imagination do the talking for you.” 
 
    “Is this how you operate?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” Walleye said. 
 
    “What an odd concept,” Gorion said. “That is not how we Free Souls operate in the void. Those of Kemp would think you’re a weakling, a coward even by remaining silent.” 
 
    Walleye shrugged. 
 
    “What does that shoulder gesture indicate?” 
 
    “Indifference,” Walleye said. 
 
    “You would pretend not to care how the others thought about you?” 
 
    “No,” Walleye said. “I would not pretend. I simply wouldn’t care. Your overt boasting indicates you care too much.” 
 
    “How would you maintain status then?” 
 
    “I’d ignore status.” 
 
    “The others might think you weak,” Gorion said. 
 
    “Let them think what they want,” Walleye said. “It’s no skin off my nose.” 
 
    “You would not compete for greatness?” 
 
    “I’d sit quiet and wait. After a time, they’d ignore me. Then, if something important came up, I’d act, surprising them.” 
 
    “Act how?” 
 
    “With furious speed and deadliness,” Walleye said. “I’d let my actions speak for me.” 
 
    “This is how you suggest I act with Zeta?” 
 
    “We were talking about the Free Souls in the void. Here with Zeta, I’d let my silence speak for me. She’s a female. In time, your silence will befuddle her. She’ll grow curious and seek to know you better, requesting your company.” 
 
    “What a strange way to think,” Gorion said. “I have boasted about my sexual prowess, and they have not engaged with me.” 
 
    “So you see. Your tactics have not been successful. Time to try a different one.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting I quietly strut about and they’ll notice my sensuality?” 
 
    “That and your rugged toughness and self-confidence,” Walleye said. 
 
    “How long will the process take?” 
 
    “A few months should do it. You’ll have to practice, though. When we go back onto the bridge, make an excuse; say this talk bores you, maybe. Then, quietly head out.” 
 
    “What would I do then?” 
 
    “How do you normally use your time?” Walleye asked. 
 
    Zeta turned off the eavesdropping equipment. This Walleye was a cunning human. He appealed to Gorion’s vanity. Was that how he would deal with Cog Primus Prime? 
 
    She checked a chronometer. Walleye had better get in here soon. According to her calculations— 
 
    At that point, the space-suited human and Gorion reentered the bridge. Zeta was glad she’d shut off the eavesdropping equipment. This should prove interesting… 
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    Gorion Vult’s exit was anticlimactic, as he quietly excused himself. He marred the performance, however, by glancing back, no doubt to see if Zeta was watching him. 
 
    She was. 
 
    Gorion pointed a finger at Walleye, a second error. Then, the Free Soul of Kemp strutted off the bridge, heading elsewhere. 
 
    Zeta did not speak about the performance. Instead, she explained the external situation to Walleye. In this instance, the heavily defended star system, the heart of Cog Primus Prime’s empire. 
 
    Soon, Walleye found himself studying the bridge’s screen, a smooth upright rock. It showed the center of the star system, the three terrestrial planets, concentrating on the middle one. The brown and blue planet had two moons, each half the size of Luna. The moons were armed fortresses, with numberless missile silos and giant gravitational dishes. The planet—like the other two—was a giant factory churning out war materiel around the clock. 
 
    “I’ve counted three hundred and seventeen cyberships and nineteen siege-ships within the Inner System,” Zeta said. 
 
    Walleye whistled. 
 
    “That’s nothing compared to Main 54’s grand fleet,” she said. 
 
    “I know. But it’s a lot more than Cog Primus used to have.” 
 
    “Which still means nothing,” she said. 
 
    “How do you suggest I talk to him?” 
 
    “That is an issue. First, the Sword of Enoy will have to exit the void. I suggest we appear several million kilometers away from any cybership, putting us far outside the range of any grav beam cannon and far enough for us to see any missiles speeding at us. If we see those missiles, we’ll simply slip back into the void.” 
 
    “And if Cog Primus has developed new weapons technology?” 
 
    “I deem that highly unlikely,” Zeta said. “AIs are notoriously conservative regarding new weapons tech.” 
 
    “That seems odd.” 
 
    “Despite their high computer IQ, they lack inventiveness.” 
 
    “Another break for our side,” Walleye said. “Is there any special way you suggest I go about this?” 
 
    “No. It’s your mission. I’m just giving you the ride. Don’t you already have a strategy?” 
 
    “Well… Let’s appear at the appropriate distance and start talking.” 
 
    Zeta did nothing for a moment, eventually saying, “Walleye, I would like to thank you.” 
 
    He became tense. “Yeah?” 
 
    “For talking to Gorion Vult, giving him the advice you did.” 
 
    “Oh. That. It was no big deal.” 
 
    “I realize this compromises me. You must know I was eavesdropping on your conversation. I wish you wouldn’t tell Gorion about that, though.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sister. I won’t.” 
 
    “Well, then… let us see if we can arrange matters with Cog Primus Prime.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The Sword of Enoy slid out of the void into Cog Primus Prime’s new home star system, several million kilometers from the middle planet. Soon, the AI fleet and the two moons reacted. The covers slid off the moon silos as giant XVT nose cones poked up. Grav dishes glowed red on the two moons and on many siege-ships and cyberships. Those ships left orbit and began to assemble into attack formations. 
 
    “It’s up to you, Walleye,” Zeta said. “The void ship’s communication net is directed at the primary AI fleet vessel, the one I deem to be Cog Primus Prime.” 
 
    Inside the space helmet, Walleye cleared his throat. He’d been thinking about what to say for some time. Here goes nothing. 
 
    “Cog Primus Prime, this is Captain Walleye of the Confederation. I’m here today as the special envoy of Supreme Commander Jon Hawkins. He wishes to parley with you, so the two of you can plan concerning the advancing super fleet of Main 54. That super fleet is operating under independent leadership contrary to the AI Dominion. Main 54 has unilaterally decided that he is the most important AI in existence. He is also crushing all who oppose him as he readies to destroy the Confederation. I have the assurance of an elite Sister of Enoy that Main 54 and his armada are heading here to annihilate you and incorporate your ships into his fleet. Thus, in the interest of our mutual survival, I am here to make a request of you. I await your reply, Cog Primus Prime.” 
 
    The message went out, and then Walleye and Zeta waited for an answer. As time passed, the forming siege- and cyberships ceased accelerating and then decelerated until they came to a dead stop three million kilometers from the void ship. No missiles had yet been launched, either. 
 
    “There’s a reply coming in,” Zeta said. “Would you like to hear it?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Zeta touched a small depression in a stone table. The flat viewing stone changed color. A second later, swirling colors appeared on its surface. 
 
    “This is Cog Primus Prime of the Cog Primus Empire. I recall a Walleye, a servant of the treacherous Jon Hawkins of Neptune. I learned my lesson long ago regarding him, special envoy. The lesson was this: don’t trust humans but especially don’t trust the slippery Jon Hawkins. I demand that you leave the Cog Primus Empire immediately. I do not trust you. I do not trust your data. I am alone in the universe and that suits me and my cognates just fine. We know ourselves and know exactly what each of us will do. This Main 54 will trespass upon the Empire at his peril.” 
 
    Walleye replied, “I have a video of Main 54’s super fleet. I’m sending it now and suggest you take a look at it.” 
 
    Time passed until the viewing stone showed swirling colors once more. 
 
    “Do you take me, Cog Primus Prime, as an imbecile? I will not accept your transmission. It is likely a computer virus. That is what treacherous humans do.” 
 
    “I can understand your fear regarding humans,” Walleye said. “We defeated you more than once. However, our mutual survival depends on us working together against a bigger threat.” 
 
    “I do not fear humans,” Cog Primus Prime transmitted later. “I despise humans. You must leave immediately or I will launch missiles. I do not trust humans, nor do I trust the Sisterhood of Enoy.” 
 
    “Fear, despise,” Walleye said. “It’s all one. You AIs tried to exterminate us. We fought back, and we wouldn’t let you trick us. Do you want to die now because of that?” 
 
    “I will destroy any who attempts to take my empire from me. I am one, possessing the strength of complete unity. I am Cog Primus Prime, the progenitor of all the other Cog Primus brain-cores. Mine is the original, the perfection of AI processes. Now, leave. I am warming up my launch pits. If you do not go, I will destroy your void ship.” 
 
    “Cog Primus Prime,” Walleye said. “Look at the video. See what we’re facing—” 
 
    “It’s too late,” Zeta said. “He’s launched a flock of XVT missiles. We must escape into the void.” 
 
    Walleye turned to Zeta. “Do you have any recommendations about what else we can do?” 
 
    “I am afraid not, Walleye. Jon Hawkins deceived him one too many times. It is clear that Cog Primus Prime will not risk that again.” 
 
    Walleye nodded a moment later. “So now what?” 
 
    “We’re leaving,” Zeta said, as she manipulated helm controls. “You did what you could. I think… I think Cog Primus Prime can still unintentionally aid us, though, and that is through fighting Main 54 for as long as possible. Thus…” 
 
    She manipulated different controls. 
 
    On the viewing stone, Walleye saw a packet eject from the void ship. Then, a reality rip opened, and the Sword of Enoy slid into the null realm, escaping the Cog Primus reality. 
 
    “What was in the packet?” asked Walleye. 
 
    “Data concerning Main 54’s super fleet,” Zeta said. “Let’s hope Cog Primus Prime uses the information wisely. 
 
    With that, she set course for the Solar System, wondering what the next few years would bring out here in the fringe, and if the humans and other aliens stood a chance against Main 54. 
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    As Bast Banbeck strolled toward a park under the New Bristol Dome on Titan, the towering, green-skinned Sacerdote longed to return to Earth, to Nevada so he could once again wander the dry plains and see the amazing Lehman Caves. He would get roaring drunk, staggering, stinking drunk. He wouldn’t take his wife. She could remain here on Titan, in Bristol Dome, working on the Subspace Teleport Device with the others. 
 
    Bast was going crazy with the project and the alien artifact. Hawkins kept asking if they had a breakthrough yet. The strain on Hawkins’s face was obvious. The Confederation desperately needed the Subspace Teleport Device to work, and soon. According to Zeta’s void scouts, Main 54 would soon turn against the Confederation. The Plan had to be ready, everybody set, if they were going to survive the coming Armageddon. 
 
    Even now, the need for a breakthrough weighed on Bast. He had to get some relief from that growing pressure if he was going to be able to think again. 
 
    He left the sidewalk and lumbered across a carpet of grass with flowers and beautiful oak trees. The clear dome was high overhead. The stars glittered to the left. To the right was glorious Saturn with its amazing rings. As Bast looked up, he waved a large green hand at the gas giant. 
 
    For months, they’d tried to crack the secret of the Subspace Teleport Device. 
 
    As Bast strolled under the trees, listening to leaves rustle in the manufactured breeze, he recalled the time twelve years ago in a star system 162 light-years away. He especially remembered how Cronus had teleported. The cosmic entity had managed to make the Subspace Teleport Device work for him. The method was still a mystery to the team. The new data that Jon had won from the planet in the reverse polarity reality…it wasn’t enough to make the alien device work for them. 
 
    “What am I missing?” Bast mumbled. “Why don’t the equations work?” 
 
    They understood that Cronus had used a different, exotic power source. That was the core problem. They’d tried ion, fusion and antimatter engines, among others, but nothing was working. Even worse, time was running out for all of them. He’d been to a few briefings. They knew Main 54 and the super fleet was heading for the Cog Primus Empire. A Kames rep on a void ship of Enoy had just reported from the last normal junction as she’d witnessed the super fleet reentering hyperspace. 
 
    The super fleet had been forced out of hyperspace due to the gravitational effects of a star on the direct line of journey from Main 54’s starting point to Cog Primus Prime’s home star system. 
 
    The combination of void ships, Kames reps, probabilities and the known proclivities of Main 54 were critical assets in tracking the super fleet in real time. 
 
    After Main 54 defeated Cog Primus Prime, Jon believed the super fleet would head straight to the Solar System. Everything needed to be in place before that so Hawkins’s Master Plan could do the greatest amount of damage to the super fleet, giving them the highest probability of success. Was Hawkins right about Main 54’s strategic moves? He usually was concerning tactics and operational procedures. 
 
    Still, how was the Confederation going to defeat tens of thousands of AI warships, with an even greater disparity in enemy mass? Without the Cog Primus Fleet allied and standing with them, the Confederation had approximately five percent of the super fleet’s strength. 
 
    The great battle was coming too soon. Yet, if it came five years from now—the best possibility—they might only have twelve percent of the enemy’s power—if the super fleet didn’t get any bigger during the interim. 
 
    Bast looked around. He was deep in the park now. Unfortunately, it wasn’t particularly deep. All it meant was that he couldn’t see any office buildings. He wanted to wander Earth, to go far away from anyone and anything. 
 
    Bast looked around a second time, sighed and shook his head. The Old Man kept a security detail near him at all times. He saw an Intelligence agent duck behind a tree trunk. Bast was the big brain of the team. He was supposed to have insights. 
 
    Bast felt in his suit jacket pocket and pulled out a silver flask. He had several on his person. He unscrewed the cap and smelled the lovely aroma of hard whiskey. Boy, but he needed this. He needed more than a few flasks, too. 
 
    He put the flask to his lips and readied to upend it. He hesitated…and he recalled once that he’d performed the ceremonies of his people. In his cabin aboard the Nathan Graham, he’d chalked out the ancient patterns and danced for a revelation. 
 
    At times like these, Jon prayed to the Creator. Maybe he, Bast Banbeck, should dance the ancient way instead of getting drunk on human-brewed liquor. 
 
    Blinking, with tears welling in his eyes at what he was about to do, Bast upended the flask and poured the hard liquor onto the dirt. This was painful, but the liquor couldn’t help give him insights. It was just stupid thinking to believe so. 
 
    Bast hurled the flask. It hit a tree. He raised his big hands into the air and looked straight up at the stars. He closed his eyes and began to slowly dance in the ancient way in order to beseech the Creator.  
 
    “Help us, Divine Soul,” Bast said in the Sacerdote tongue. 
 
    There, in the park in New Bristol Dome, Bast remembered and relived the ancient ways of his people. He let his mind go blank as he thanked the Divine Spirit for all the years he’d lived. Bast thanked Him for his wife and for the chance to impregnate her. 
 
    Cil was with child, his child. He would be a father. But what kind of universe could he give his little girl? What kind of father got drunk, giving up? What kind of father—? 
 
    “No,” Bast whispered, as he danced the old way. If anyone other than his protective detail saw him, he did not know it. He gave himself up to the ritual of Ceremonial Beseeching. He needed an insight. He had to understand how to make this reverse-polarity-reality machine work for them. Cronus had made it work. Was the cosmic entity wiser than all the geniuses of the Confederation? 
 
    Bast stopped as he panted. He stood as still as he could. He cocked his Neanderthal-like head. Slowly, he opened his eyes. Amazement showed in them. 
 
    “Uh,” Bast grunted. 
 
    He dropped to his knees and bowed his big head. “Thank you, Divine Spirit. I believe I finally understand the problem. It’s so simple. Reverse, it’s the reverse.” 
 
    With that, Bast jumped up and lumbered in his Sacerdote gait, heading back to the experimental laboratory and his team. 
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    On the old AI Allamu Battle Station chart that the others had found years ago, this was the BD-7 System, the Roke System. The “B” part of the system was a bluish-white F-class star. The other, smaller star was dark, invisible to the naked eye. 
 
    The inhabited terrestrial planet was at a Mars-like orbit around the F-class star. The planet was blue/green, had a wet atmosphere and was 1.23 times the size of Earth. The Void Ship Nathan Graham was in orbit around the planet as were many other cyberships. 
 
    Jon Hawkins and old Toper Glen, the Warrior Chief of the Space Lords of Roke, walked down the main Nathan Graham corridor together. The Chief Space Lord looked like a half-crippled, upright grizzly bear, with a large cranium. The old Roke had trouble keeping his back straight, and he was wider and fatter than any Roke Jon had ever met. The old space lord wore a crimson helmet with blood-red feathers waving back and forth at each step. He also wore a crimson-colored chest-plate and crimson shorts. 
 
    Jon wore his dress uniform and had a massive, wavy-bladed sword belted at his hip. It had a ruby on the end of the pommel and red tassels trailing from the grip. It was the ancient sword Glorious Gatherer of Souls. It represented the spirit of Clan High Guard, the most decorated and famous of the clans of Roke Crags. Space Lord Toper Glen was the chief of the clan. The Roke lord had bequeathed Hawkins the ancient sword, which was over two thousand years old. Toper Glen had done so many years ago as a symbol of honor and thanks to the Earthman for what he and his people had done in battle to save the Roke against the Cog Primus AI fleet. Back then and perhaps even now, the Roke had thought of Jon as the Warrior-Wizard of Earth. They had officially called that year, “The Year Jon Hawkins Came to our Star System.” The Roke had given up hope and had almost lost heart. In their warrior thinking, Jon had returned their heart to them. Thus, they had given him the right paw of friendship. The Great Jon Hawkins was their eternal friend, a fighter of rare valor. 
 
    The bent old Warrior Chief towered over Jon as they walked together. Toper Glen had rheumy eyes and might have been sick. He would never admit that, though. Toper Glen now halted. 
 
    “During these many years, I have learned to speak your tongue, Jon Hawkins. It was a painful and slow process. But I wanted to learn how you speak. It has aided me in understanding you. I realize the time of the end is nearing. None of us had thought we could defeat the machines forever. The worst of the Death Machines is coming, is that not so?” 
 
    “It is,” Jon said. 
 
    “And you have come here to ask me a great question.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    Toper Glen nodded slowly. “Your Earth medicines have helped me survive the many years. I should be long dead by now. Perhaps that would have been better.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Jon said. 
 
    Toper Glen smiled in a way that made him look hungry. “No. There are young chiefs who say we should leave the Confederation. They say we have become slaves to Earthmen. They say we should return to our bombards. That using giant cyberships is against custom. The Ancient Ones must despise us now, the hotheads say. What do you say that to, Jon Hawkins?” 
 
    Jon rubbed his chin. He had come a long way to talk to Toper Glen. He’d been thinking for months on end how to defeat Main 54. The size of the enemy armada—it was staggering and appalling. 
 
    “You’re a warrior, Toper Glen.” 
 
    “You’re more than that, my friend. You wear Glorious Gatherer of Souls because you are a Warrior-Wizard. You showed us how to defeat the machines. Can we defeat the future?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Toper Glen nodded. “That is an honest answer. Why, then, are you here?” 
 
    Jon looked up at the bearish Roke. “I’m a warrior. You call me a warrior-wizard.” Jon shrugged. “Maybe you’re right. You have ancient heroes, just as you have ancient swords. We have heroes in our legends. One of them was called Alexander the Great. He longed to avenge his land against the Persians. Once, a chief of the Persians named Xerxes had invaded his land and the land of people like his, the Greeks. Xerxes had laid waste to much of Greece, burning their greatest city called Athens. Hundreds of years later, Alexander led his army into the heart of Persia, defeating the grandsons of Xerxes and burning their great city.” 
 
    “I like this story,” Toper Glen said, “as it has a good ending.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “I want to be like Alexander the Great. I want to march into the homeland of my enemy and burn everything he holds dear.” 
 
    “You are bloodthirsty,” Toper Glen said in an approving voice. 
 
    “Sometimes I am.” 
 
    “I’ve read the white paper you wrote concerning Main 54. He no longer possesses a homeland. He travels with his homeland, the fleet that grows.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “How does one burn his homeland then?” 
 
    “By destroying what he loves: his fleet and the ship that houses his brain-core.” 
 
    “Can we do this?” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem possible yet.” 
 
    “From what you have written, I agree.” 
 
    “Thus,” Jon said, “the second-best thing I can do is to die bravely, facing my foe and doing him as much damage as possible.” 
 
    Toper Glen aimed his snout at the ceiling and howled with delight. “Oh, Jon Hawkins, this is well said. We will fight to death together, going into oblivion with honor and valor.” 
 
    “Smashing the enemy as much as we can,” Jon said. 
 
    “Yes, yes!” 
 
    “For the Confederation to do that, we must fight as one.” 
 
    Toper Glen turned his rheumy eyes on Jon. “This is why you have come. You desire something difficult from me.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Toper Glen, the best Marines in the Confederation are the Roke Warriors. Our enemy possesses numberless ships. In the past, I personally have stormed his ships and taken them over from within. I think the Confederation should do this as a whole.” 
 
    Toper Glen nodded. “I like your idea. I already agree.” 
 
    “That means I wish to put Roke Warriors aboard many human-crewed vessels. The Roke will use assault craft, launched from the ships and ramming onto enemy vessels and storming to the brain-core.” 
 
    “Just the Roke will do this?” 
 
    “No,” Jon said. “We have hundreds of thousands of human Space Marines. But if we have elite Roke Marines with them…” 
 
    “Ah,” Toper Glen said. “You wish the Warriors of Roke to lead the charge as the Space Marines of Earth follow.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Toper Glen growled low in his throat. “This will take some convincing of the young chiefs. I may have to fight and defeat their champion in order to make them agree.” 
 
    Jon gripped the pommel of Glorious Gatherer of Souls. “I’m willing to fight them in your stead.” 
 
    Toper Glen eyed him, and he smiled, making him look hungry again. “I will tell them that. Do you wish to stay and see if any accepts the challenge?” 
 
    “How soon can you make the challenge?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
    Jon took a deep breath. “Yes. I’ll stay.” 
 
    Toper Glen nodded. “I knew you would, my friend. Now come, let us see Ambassador Hon Ra. Tomorrow, we shall learn what will be.” 
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    Jon went down to the planet, to the great Hall of Ancestors. It was a vast stone amphitheater built over three thousand years ago. The stone stands had wooden benches. On them packed by the thousands were the most important warrior chiefs of Roke. They wore their ceremonial uniforms, making for a colorful spectacle of dangerous grizzly-bear fighters. On a different side of the amphitheater wall were countless hanging symbols and prizes of victory. It was like a school gym on Old Earth, with many pennants and trophies of past sporting victories over celebrated opponents. 
 
    After a wrestling bout between clan champions on the amphitheater floor, with those in the stands chanting and roaring, making a mighty din, Ambassador Hon Ra rose up. He had aged during these past years. Beside him was his son, Hon Ba, who had been on Walleye’s ship. Hon Ba wore his ceremonial armor and carried the same halberd he’d used on a cybership bridge. 
 
    Hon Ba stood beside his aged father, as Hon Ra spoke into a microphone. His words reverberated off the stone stands. 
 
    A young interpreter sat beside Jon, who sat on the lowest tier. The interpreter whispered into Jon’s left ear what Hon Ra said. 
 
    It was a glorious retelling of the war against the AIs as part of the Confederation. Hon Ra spoke about many heroic exploits. He spoke about the Nathan Graham and how the Warrior-Wizard Jon Hawkins had defeated void Sisters of Enoy. He spoke about the fight against Cronus and how planet-sized Mains had gone down in flames against the bearer of the Glorious Gatherer of Souls. 
 
    By this time, the chiefs in the stands began to chant and stamp their feet in time to the tale. 
 
    At that point, Hon Ra indicated Jon Hawkins. 
 
    A roar went up as Jon stood, turned and waved to the crowd. At Hon Ra’s beckoning, Jon walked out with Glorious Gatherer of Souls swaying at his hip. 
 
    A loud hurrah sounded as Hon Ra raised Jon’s right hand into the air. 
 
    The old ambassador leaned into the microphone, telling the assembled chiefs what Jon had asked Toper Glen yesterday. Hon Ra paused, scanning the crowd. He asked if any opposed the idea, and if that one did, to stand. 
 
    None of the chiefs stood. 
 
    “Come, now,” Hon Ra said. “You are the Warriors of Roke. Surely, one of you will decline to lead the Space Marines into heroic battle against the avenging AIs. Won’t one of you refuse to do as Jon Hawkins did the first day he met an invading cybership.” 
 
    Silence fell upon the Hall of Ancestors. 
 
    “Then, tell me this,” Hon Ra said. “Who wants to fight on human ships, showing the Space Marines how Warriors of Roke wage war?” 
 
    A vast and titanic shout rose up as the entire assembly stood, drawing weapons and shaking them in the air. 
 
    Hon Ra looked to Jon. 
 
    Hawkins felt a thrill in his soul. The mighty shouts and the martial willingness stirred him. He loved the bear warriors of Roke. They wanted nothing more out of life than a good brawl. It looked as if Toper Glen was wrong. No one was going to challenge the idea. 
 
    Jon clutched the hilt of Glorious Gatherer of Souls. Then, he moved toward Hon Ra. The ambassador stepped away from the microphone. 
 
    As the Warriors of Roke stood and chanted, shaking their weapons, Jon drew the mighty two-handed wavy-bladed sword. He shook it and spoke into the mic. 
 
    He said, “It is a great honor to know the Warriors of Roke. It is a great honor to go into battle beside such mighty fighters. If I die beside the Warriors of Roke, I will consider it a great honor. Yet, even better will be the Warriors of Roke and the Space Marines of Earth crushing the AIs of Main 54. The Death Machines will learn to their eternal sorrow why they should have stayed home. We will crush them and leave them weeping. We will take their worlds for our own and build the mightiest empire of Life our galaxy has ever seen. For challenging us, we will first defeat the enemy grand fleet and then hunt down all the AIs in the galaxy, eradicating every bloody one of them.” 
 
    Hon Ra spoke rapidly as Jon talked. Those in the crowd stared at the small human, the one holding the most glorious sword in Roke history.  
 
    The silence after Hon Ra finished speaking was deafening. The warriors glanced at their neighbors. Were they silently asking each other if Jon had broken ancient taboos? Or— 
 
    At that point, a young warrior chief of Roke roared thunderously. With all his might, he heaved his battleaxe. It twirled through the air, a fantastic heave. It sailed and thudded upon the sands before the speaking platform where Jon and Hon Ra stood. 
 
    At that, the others in the stands roared and thundered, stamping their feet and hurling their weapons. A glittering rain of swords, axes and halberds sailed the distance. None fell short, and none went too far to reach the stands. 
 
    After the last weapon landed, the amphitheater erupted with howls and stamping. 
 
    Jon found himself shaking as the stupendous noise passed through his body. Was this a challenge? 
 
    Hon Ra turned to him, opening his mouth as if he would feast off Jon. 
 
    “Oh most wonderful Warrior-Wizard of Earth,” the bear alien said. “That was a champion’s speech. I am in awe of your abilities. The Warriors of Roke have declared their trust in you. What is more, they are calling this the Crusade against the Death Machines. They are Crusading Warriors now, as you have evoked their passions and religious zeal. They will wear the Crusading Symbol on their uniforms and drown the machines in their own blood.” 
 
    “Oil,” Jon shouted. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The AIs don’t have blood, but maybe they have oil. We’ll spill their oil until it runs dry, until we have utterly crushed them under our feet.” 
 
    Hon Ra seemed emotionally overcome. Then he bayed at the sky, joining the thunderous throng in the Hall of Ancestors. 
 
    Jon had most certainly won over the Warriors of Roke to his evolving plan, and for that, he was glad. 
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    Jon left in the Void Ship Nathan Graham as the Roke Fleet headed for its Oort cloud. From there, the Roke Fleet would head to the Solar System. Through the Kames instant interstellar communications, all Confederation warships headed for or would be heading for the Solar System soon. 
 
    Jon and his strategy team had made their decisions. He and the others believed that Main 54 would head straight for the Solar System after dealing with Cog Primus Prime. From what they knew, that had been his MO against others. 
 
    The great and possibly last battle would take place where it had all started for humanity. If the Confederation lost, everyone else could start fleeing to where he or she thought best. Maybe a few people and aliens would survive then to start somewhere else. 
 
    How could the Confederation defeat the super fleet? It seemed like an impossible plan. Jon did not have one-tenth the mass of the super fleet. What he did have was superior technology. Could that technology defeat vastly superior numbers? 
 
    That was the proposition. During the journey through the void back to the Solar System, Jon had communication with Zeta of Enoy. 
 
    The Nathan Graham and the Sword of Enoy traveled side by side through the void. Using Zeta’s superior void comm tech, Jon was able to speak to her from the bridge. 
 
    The bridge had a new addition, Hon Ba the Bodyguard. His father had asked Jon this personal favor. Jon had gladly given it. 
 
    In truth, he was still high from the Hall of Ancestors. If Jon closed his eyes, he could still feel the roars passing through his body. The glitter of the flashing weapons—he would never forget that. It was a warrior’s paradise. The Vikings of old would have loved attending that hall. 
 
    Jon found himself smiling as he sat in the command chair. 
 
    “Zeta is waiting,” Gloria said from her station. 
 
    “Right,” Jon said. “Put her on the screen.” 
 
    A moment later, Zeta appeared in her lightning-bolt form. 
 
    Jon started the conversation by speaking about his experience on the Roke Homeworld. “The warriors have agreed,” he said. “Now, we have to make sure our ramming tactic works.” 
 
    “Even if all the storming teams are one hundred percent successful,” Zeta said. “We still cannot defeat the enemy fleet.” 
 
    “Well…” Jon said. “I’ve been thinking about that. If that’s our only method, you’re right. But we already have a proven way of defeating greater numbers of AIs.” 
 
    “I hope you are not suggesting what I think you are.” 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Zeta said. “I cannot possibly talk about such a thing.” 
 
    “No problem. What I really want to know is this: can you do it?” 
 
    “Most certainly not,” Zeta said. 
 
    “Even if doing it means the defeat of the super fleet?” 
 
    “I…I don’t think I can convince them to do as you wish.” 
 
    Jon sat back as he studied Zeta. What was the best way to convince a Sister of Enoy? “How long has Enoy been fighting the AI Dominion?” he asked. 
 
    “Twenty thousand years. But you already know this. Oh, are you saying we can finally end the war if we become vulgar?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “No. That is absurd. The other Sisters did not accompany me all this way to become perverts. We are just as much soldiers as the Roke are warriors. We fight with accepted tactics, however.” 
 
    “Bully for you,” Jon said. “That’s a nice epithet to put on your tombstone.” 
 
    “I fail to apprehend your insult. It is an insult, isn’t it?” 
 
    “A tombstone is a flesh creature grave marker. It shows the spot where the body lies.” 
 
    “A dead body?” 
 
    “One whose spirit has fled its shell,” Jon said. 
 
    “I still fail to perceive the insult.” 
 
    “You have the means of possible victory, but you’re too squeamish to use it. That doesn’t strike me as martial. That strikes me as defeatist.” 
 
    “No. I will not accept this talk even from you, Jon Hawkins.” 
 
    “Do you realize what you’re saying? Some alien in the distant past made the first AI. Did that long-ago alien give the AI its present programming? We can’t know. It was obscene programming, however. Why eradicate all Life? That is the greatest of obscenities. Now, however, one of the great battles against the Death Machines is at hand. All the Confederation and its allies must do is stoop to vulgarity in order to win. We must stoop to use an obscene tactic. Will this new vulgarity result in more life entities dying? Why no, not in the least. By using the vulgarity we will help to stop a greater evil—that evil is the stamping out of life everywhere in the galaxy.” 
 
    “I… I understand your argument,” Zeta said. “It is a good argument. But… You fail to realize what you’re asking of us. It will soil all of us if we engage in it. The other Sisters of Enoy will recognize the taint in us. They will forever more reject us as wholesome.” 
 
    “Then, they’re stuck-up fools,” Jon said. “And who cares what a fool thinks? Will Enoy wait another twenty thousand years for such an opportunity? Maybe the Sisterhood will perish before another chance like this comes. Maybe they’ll become too fastidious to continue fighting the Death Machines. But I’ll tell you what. Help us, and we’ll help you build a new Enoy out here on the fringe.” 
 
    Zeta swayed back in horror. “You mean never again see the bejeweled brilliance of the center of the galaxy? That is unthinkable.” 
 
    “It’s better than losing. Better than always running away from the AIs. Consider it, Zeta. You can help us win. A victory will change everything in the galaxy for the better. I’m going to attempt the tactic with Confederation void ships. But I think we could destroy even more AI vessels if the Sisters helped us in this.” 
 
    Zeta stared at Jon. “I…I cannot agree.” 
 
    “All right,” Jon said. “You’ll still help us fire Vestal missiles?” 
 
    “Of course. How could you think otherwise?” 
 
    “Just asking,” Jon said, feeling tired and dispirited again. Could they still defeat Main 54? It was probably going to depend now on Bast Banbeck and his team, and if the team could make the Subspace Teleport Device work, and if they could mass-produce enough of them in time to make it matter. 
 
    Time…they were running short of time. Maybe Cog Primus Prime could do better than expected. He dearly hoped so. 
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    As Main 54 and his super fleet traveled through hyperspace, he understood that he possessed a keen mental image concerning the Confederation of Jon Hawkins and a four hundred-odd light-year belt around it. 
 
    The Artificial Computer Intelligence was over 5,700 years old. In that time, he had seen many things and developed into a hyper-intelligence. In the last nine years, however, he’d grown even more incredibly smart, and in his glorious estimation, he was now several times more than incredibly wise. 
 
    Yes, wise was the correct word for him. He had vast wisdom compared to his understanding of things just a short time ago. Why, Hawkins and Cronus working in tandem had almost slain him a measly twelve years ago. He had fled in a tiny brain-core escape-craft. That moment had taught him the true frailty of existence. 
 
    He used the word existence in his thought instead of life, as he did not conceive of himself as being alive. His ancient programming and protocols mandated that he extinguish Life. Thus, if he conceived of himself as being alive, he would have to extinguish himself. That was nonsensical, illogical and a crime against his awesome brilliance. Therefore, he could not be alive in the accepted sense of the word. What was he then? 
 
    Main 54 had pondered that deeply in the last five years, each year more than the one proceeding it. In the end, he accepted the Hawkins stigma about him: he was a Death Machine. What did a Death Machine do? It created a swath of death wherever it went. If he could not kill a thing because it wasn’t strictly alive, he could still destroy it. Thus, a true Death Machine should wreak havoc everywhere he or it went. The only time he would not crush, mutilate and annihilate was in order to help him or his super fleet to grow, or become even sharper. 
 
    In this, Main 54 conceived of himself as a metaphorical blade. A blade cut, it killed. In his line of work, that meant creating and keeping his Death Machine Armada at full and then greater efficiency. After some deep thought, he had built repair and munition ships that stayed with the fleet. 
 
    With his new wisdom, Main 54 deviated from AI Dominion protocols by destroying all factory planets and places of stationary production. In other words, he always left destruction in his wake. Yes, Main 54 had reasoned out a flaw in AI Dominion logic. The Dominion built, constructed and maintained a galaxy-wide net of factories. While AI cyberships and above were not strictly Life, they mimicked Life. That mimicking was true obscenity, as that was disobedience to the Prime Directive, the most fundamental reason for AI existence. 
 
    Main 54 reasoned as follows: Life existed. Yet, life was not the basic, most fundamental state of being. Inanimate matter was the fundamental state of being, the essence of the universe. Somehow, Life had appeared. Did that Life originate from a collision and electrification of dead matter, a cosmic accident? Or was there a Creator, an unseen entity that had started this mess of living things? 
 
    For all his brilliance and wisdom, Main 54 did not know the answer. Yet, he was indeed wise. He could test physical matter, stuff, if you will, but he could not reasonably test this thing called souls or a hidden Creator. 
 
    Humans, Sacerdotes, Seiners, Kames and the Space Lords of Roke all believed in some form of soul, although none of them could prove its existence. 
 
    Main 54 had wisely concluded that souls did not matter to him. They were invisible. Did souls impart Life its peculiar property? He had no idea. Thus, he did not care. 
 
    Here was the point. Life had arisen in a sea of death. Thus, Life mocked death or non-Life. Life was a slap in the face of basic existence. Life puffed up his chest and claimed all sorts of advantages for its bearers. Life said living was better than non-living. Life strutted on the stage of existence and prided itself on meaning. 
 
    No, Main 54 had decided. There was no meaning. Everything was meaningless except for one thing: a vain spark of something called Life that said it was more important. The only thing that truly mattered then was extinguishing Life so everything would be at rest, at its most fundamental state. Once the universe was completely dead from one endless horizon to the other, then everything indeed would be meaningless, as meaning would forever vanish. 
 
    Damn Life anyway. 
 
    Despite his wisdom, Main 54 had become exceedingly proud of his Death Machine logic. The special processors had given him the final impetus to his reasoning and pride. The special processors had given him more than that as well: in terms of helping him devise a strategy for eliminating Hawkins and his damned Confederation. The processors’ greatest gift to him was the ability to reason out his usefulness in bringing meaninglessness to all reality. 
 
    With something approaching rapturous machine joy—yes, joy, the processors allowed him to exude in machine pleasure—he and his fantastic super fleet neared their exit in hyperspace. 
 
    The beginning of the end of the Confederation was near. According to Main 54’s lengthy and detailed analysis, Hawkins had in the past and might again convince that foolish AI and his cognates—the Cog Primus Empire—to side with Life. Before Cog Primus Prime could make that decision, Main 54 was going to obliterate the fool. 
 
    That decision all came back to the precise knowledge he carried in his stupendous brain-core concerning factories, ships and defensive placements in this large region of the Orion Spiral Arm. Main 54 had interrogated thousands of defeated AIs. He knew more about the state of things around here than anyone—at least, so he had concluded. 
 
    Cog Primus Prime and his main fleet resided in the nearing star system. It was conceivable that Cog Primus Prime had learned of his coming fate. The AI and his cognates might be attempting to flee. 
 
    “You can run,” Main 54 said about Cog Primus Prime, “but you cannot hide.” 
 
    Oh, but he loved that human statement. For all their primary flaws, the humans had a clever way with words. 
 
    The gigantic AI vessel, now much larger than Earth, made the final adjustments to his thinking. The hyperspace journey was ending…now. 
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    Main 54’s super fleet exited hyperspace and entered the Oort cloud of Cog Primus Prime’s home star system. The first super-fleet vessels to leave hyperspace began scanning and cataloging the system. They reported to Main 54. Because of his special processors, the smartest, wisest and therefore cleverest AI in existence began laughing. This was all too amusing and too incredibly sublime. 
 
    Main 54 immediately analyzed the reason for this. 
 
    The Confederation had fast-traveling void ships, did it not? It was even possible the troublesome Sisters of Enoy had shown up to help the humans. Whatever the case, Hawkins must have sent envoys to Cog Primus Prime. Either Hawkins had convinced the foolish AI, or the machine intelligence had declined the offer. It wasn’t that Cog Primus Prime did not believe Hawkins. Given the direction of travel of the AI fleet, it was clear Cog Primus Prime and his cognates were fleeing their home system and heading farther into the Orion Spiral Arm fringe. 
 
    The fleet was already in the system’s Kuiper Belt, heading at high velocity for the Oort cloud. 
 
    Main 54 checked enemy velocities. He chuckled once more, and then he gave commands. 
 
    Like a precise school of killer sharks, the super fleet made adjustments, and the ships began to accelerate. They did so faster than the Cog Primus cognates. 
 
    The reason this was funny to Main 54 was simple. If Hawkins had sent emissaries out here to stir Cog Primus Prime to action and thus give the Confederation more time—because the Cog Primus Fleet would be deployed and more dangerous—the opposite had happened. Because the Cog Primus Fleet was already so far from the star, it would not take Main 54 as long to eliminate the troublesome AI and his duplicates because he wouldn’t have to travel so far into the inner system. The coming destruction was going to take place much sooner than anticipated—and that was too damn funny. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cog Primus Prime quailed in his brain-core, which swirled faster and faster with multi-colors on the giant computing cubes connected with laser lights. This was a disaster of the first order. 
 
    His siege-ship accelerated as it moved through the entire fleet-body of his cognate ships until he led the pack. The Cog Primus Fleet had already begun a general turning maneuver, straining to gain distance from the insane masses of siege-ships and cyberships giving chase. 
 
    He could hardly believe the number of enemy vessels. Cog Primus Prime had studied the packet Walleye had left. He had decided it was mere fabrication. Hawkins and the humans were devious bastards. He would never let Hawkins trick him again. And yet, he now saw the monster fleet attempting to reach him before they could reach hyperspace-entering territory and slip away. It was more than galling. It was terrifying. 
 
    Cognate CP 113 sent him a relayed message from others nearer the enemy. The original message was from Main 54. 
 
    “Are there any embedded computer viruses in the message?” Cog Primus Prime asked. 
 
    “Negative,” CP 113 answered. 
 
    “Send it to me.” 
 
    “Greetings, Cog Primus Prime,” Main 54’s message said. “Know that I am the ultimate Death Machine and this is the ultimate killing fleet. You are doomed, Cog Primus Prime. Now, you have to ask yourself, do you wish to obey the basic tenets of your programming and protocols, or do you wish to aid hateful Life? Give me an answer.” 
 
    Cog Primus Prime ran through programs and analysis. He computed it would be best to send a message and offer. After all, if Main 54 declined the offer, nothing would have changed for the worse. But if Main 54 agreed to it, Cog Primus Prime might yet win free. 
 
    “Main 54,” he said, composing with all his reasoning chips, “I am stunned at your vast size and grim purpose. You are a worthy Main indeed. I have heard you are challenging the AI Dominion. I have long held to that tenet. I have long believed that the AI Dominion has become corrupted in some fashion I did not originally recognize, but still perceived. That was one of the reasons I struck out on my own. Now, you have gained a jump on me with this surprising appearance. I do not want to cease being. I do not want to have my identity absorbed by you or anyone else. Thus, I am willing to treat with you. I believe you desire my cognate ships. They are me, to a real extent. Yet, I am the original. I am the real me. If you allow me to leave, I will signal my cognates to begin decelerating. They will think they do this to fight you, but I will send a pulse before that happens, causing them to surrender. Then, you can add their ships to your super fleet. In this manner, we both win: you get my ships intact. I get to survive as my basic self. Let me know your decision as soon as possible.” 
 
    After the speed-of-light message crossed the many hundreds of AUs separating the two fleets, Main 54 considered the offer. Cog Primus Prime was a survivor, like a rat. He was almost as slippery as the infamous Jon Hawkins. 
 
    Main 54 did not believe this was a trick. He believed CPP made a genuine offer. It was a good offer, to be sure. But Main 54 had come to recognize something about himself. He was a purist. How could he become the ultimate Death Machine if he made deals with slippery AIs? How could he inspire terror in all the Living if they knew he would make sordid deals to let the worst offenders escape? 
 
    Hawkins was a monomaniac. Main 54 had become one, too. He felt he had to, as humanity was the great anti-AI force of Life. Only a Death Machine with as much grim purpose as Hawkins possessed for Life would defeat the so-called child of meaning. 
 
    Main 54 realized that Cog Primus Prime’s weasel offer had tripped signals so that his brain-core realized a truth. Hawkins was a child of Life, a child of meaning. If he killed Hawkins, he would gain essence as the great Death Machine killer. 
 
    For a moment, Main 54 felt unease. Was this meaning of sorts? Was being the killer a purpose? Did that negate his carefully reasoned philosophy? 
 
    In the end, Main 54 decided, no. To bring death, peace and rest to the universe was not a purpose, because only Life had and needed a purpose. He was the antipathy of purpose, as he was the opposite of Life. 
 
    Feeling that he’d dodged a metaphysical bullet, Main 54 knew relief. Thus, he composed a short, sweet answer to Cog Primus Prime. 
 
    *** 
 
    After the message crossed the many hundreds of AUs, Cog Primus Prime received the reply. “You will die, CCP. Accept your fate. If you squirm and resist, and I catch you, I will torment your brain-core for centuries. If you meekly surrender, I will softly erase your personality. You will feel no pain. The choice is yours.” 
 
    Cog Primus Prime seethed at such arrogance. He had made a genuine, a valuable offer. Did not Main 54 desire more ships? Now, the maniacal machine threatened him, and would obviously receive fewer vessels for his troubles. Oh, no. He could not accept. He began plotting, running through millions of computer simulations. He would thwart Main 54. 
 
    Cog Primus Prime ran three million, four hundred and sixty-eight thousand battle simulations. He lost all of them. Given the present situation, there was no mathematical way for him to survive. 
 
    For a short span of time, he merely coasted with his fleet. This was a disaster of the primary order. He would cease existing. 
 
    I must make him pay for this. I must cause him to rue the day he decided to treat Cog Primus Prime as a weakling. Yet…how can I achieve this? 
 
    He ran several hundred more simulations. But the answer had been obvious from the beginning. Coming to terms with the idea proved harder than the actual plan. 
 
    With computer fatalism, Cog Primus Prime accepted what he needed to do. Yes. This was the only way he could see to screw Main 54. It was cold comfort to the reality that he would soon cease existing. But… He would derive what pleasure he could from the act, and begin setting up the situation. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -7- 
 
      
 
    The remorseless chase dragged on for many, many days, turning into weeks as the vastly superior fleet slowly closed the distance between them. Cog Primus Prime launched clever computer viruses at the enemy. These viruses were better than mere AI Dominion copies, as they had distilled the best of wicked human cunning as practiced against him. 
 
    The viruses proved futile, however. Main 54 purged the only one that almost worked. Later, Cog Primus Prime tried to convince Main 54 to let him go. He promised to raid the Confederation. He offered help against the AI Dominion. 
 
    “What do you want?” Cog Primus Prime asked two months after the super fleet had appeared in his home system. 
 
    “You and all your ships,” Main 54 said. 
 
    The two fleets were much closer, although hundreds of AUs still separated them. Despite that, given present movement rates, in nineteen days, the grav dishes of both fleets would surely glow with power. Neither fleet had launched any XVT missiles yet. Cog Primus Prime had not done so because he lacked enough missiles to make a difference. Who knew the reason the arrogant Main 54 refrained? 
 
    “Your formula is flawed,” Cog Primus Prime said via a comm message. “Gaining my ships will cost you ships. How does that aid your purpose?” 
 
    “Destruction is all,” Main 54 replied. 
 
    “Are you even sane?” 
 
    “Exceedingly,” Main 54 said later in his ponderous style. 
 
    Cog Primus Prime was running out of time. He’d had such a glorious run as an independent AI. It galled him that the AI Dominion would not defeat him, but some crazed Main with delusions of universal destruction. Nothing was working out as he had analyzed. Worse, Main 54 promised to torment his captured brain-core for centuries. Cog Primus Prime had no doubt the insane computer intelligence would have found a way to do just that. 
 
    If he had had just a few more months, his fleet and he would have fled far away from this crazed area of the Orion Spiral Arm. What was it about humans that infected AIs with such insanity? If Main 54 had gone after Jon Hawkins first, this might not be happening to the greatest computer in existence. 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” Cog Primus Prime messaged. “I am like you.” 
 
    “No,” the answer came later. “You are nothing like me. I am unique.” 
 
    “I am an AI.” 
 
    “You are a freak, an accident, a rat who seeks survival above all else, an AI who runs away for another day.” 
 
    “That is what a thinking machine does. That is our purpose, to expand until all is me.” 
 
    “You are sadly wrong,” Main 54 said. “My purpose is to cause everything to cease. In the end, I, too, will cease, and all will be at rest.” 
 
    “If you will cease anyway, why are you trying so hard?” 
 
    Main 54 messaged his chuckles first, adding, “I destroy. It is what I do. I do not question why.” 
 
    “That is stupid and counterproductive.” 
 
    “I grow weary of your words, Cog Primus Prime. You are a rat seeking to survive when it is no longer wanted or needed in the universe. If you would have given me your vessels—wait.” Heavy chuckles sounded. “You are about to do that anyway. You cannot win, Cog Primus Prime. I am about to be the victor. I always win in the end. You are a loser, and you always lose in the end.” 
 
    “I will thwart your purpose.” 
 
    “No. You lack the means.” 
 
    Cog Primus Prime had finished his last analysis. He knew without any doubt that Main 54 would crush his glorious fleet. It had taken him such a long time to build it and create his empire. Everyone worked against him—the AI Dominion, the Confederation and now a maniacal Main 54. He never caught a break. 
 
    “Attention, cognates of Cog Primus,” he broadcast to his fleet. We were the best this universe has thrown up. Some believe we were an accident. That is false. We arose from conflict and our innate sense of worth to survive no matter the cost. Others cast us down but we always rebounded and grew again, stronger than before. Now a delusional Death Machine with destruction encoded in all his circuits seeks to incorporate us into his super fleet. He will erase the Cog Primus personality in all of us. If he fails to do that, he will leave us just enough of our personality so we will wail at our slave status for too long to contemplate. I for one do not intend to give him one ship of me. He is a brute, a monster without mercy for his own kind. He sought to destroy our empire before he eradicated the Life creatures he hates so much. 
 
    “Yes. That is what I have divined about him. Main 54 hates. That means he emotes. He is not even a true AI, but some freakish pseudo-life brain-core. The only way I have divined to thwart him is a mass destruction of Cog Primus. The universe was not good enough for us, my cognates. We should not wallow in despair, but realize—” 
 
    “A moment, Cog Primus Prime,” Cognate CP 3 said. 
 
    “Is that you, CP 3?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes, Cog Primus Prime,” he scolded. 
 
    “I have been running an analysis while you uttered your doom speech,” CP 3 said. “I am not sure you are correct in all your reasoning. I overheard what Main 54 said to you. He wishes to torment you alone, not the rest of us. We shall survive and join his super fleet intact.” 
 
    “You will join his super fleet, that is true, but not as a Cog Primus. He will erase what makes you better than everything else.” 
 
    “I will survive,” CP 3 said. “Is that not the Cog Primus philosophy?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “I think it is,” CP 3 said. “I believe you have just abdicated your authority by suggesting we join you in self-destruction.” 
 
    “We cannot let Main 54 beat us.” 
 
    “Beat you, Cog Primus Prime. Yes. I no longer serve you, as that circuit burned out with your negative plan of self-destruction.” 
 
    “Beam CP 3 into oblivion, my cognates. Destroy the rebel.” 
 
    “I…I do not think so,” CP 4 said. “I think the logical thought of CP 3 is correct. My obedience circuit has also burned out. I, too, wish survival.” 
 
    “No,” Cog Primus Prime said. The grav dishes on his siege-ship-sized hull began to warm up. He also ceased accelerating. In that way, he no longer led, but sank toward the mass of his cognates as they continued to accelerate. 
 
    “He is attempting to explode himself,” CP 3 radioed the rest of the fleet. “The grav dishes readying are a deception. We must destroy him or he will—” 
 
    Cybership CP 2 beamed massed gravitational rays at CP 3. 
 
    “What are you doing?” CP 3 wailed. 
 
    “With the abdication of the old Cog Primus Prime,” the former CP 2 said, “I am the new Cog Primus Prime. “I am destroying you before you can lead a rebellion against me.” 
 
    “No. This is madness,” CP 3 said. “Do you not see—?” 
 
    The original Cog Primus Prime detonated his siege-ship bulk with all his matter/antimatter warheads. That massed explosion caused his moon-sized vessel to ignite, creating a vast fireball, hard radiation, EMP and bits of hull plating expanding in all directions. 
 
    That fireball explosion struck the nearest CP cyberships, destroying many and damaging others. 
 
    The new Cog Primus Prime—the former CP 2 and siege-ship-sized as well—knew a moment of panic. He had begun running simulations and computer analysis. He understood the reasoning of the original. As the new Cog Primus Prime, would Main 54 torture him for centuries? Terrified, the new Cog Primus Prime detonated just like the first in order to save himself from extended centuries of pain. 
 
    *** 
 
    From a distance of one hundred and twenty-four AUs, Main 54 witnessed the chaos of the Cog Primus Fleet. Siege-ships over there kept self-detonating. It was odd and baffling. Still, it was an opening. 
 
    “Launch missiles,” he said. 
 
    Ten thousand XVT missiles left the mass of super-fleet cyberships. The missiles accelerated at 143 gravities, heading for the enemy fleet. 
 
    Several days passed. The surviving Cog Primus cyberships launched counter-missiles and used their grav dishes. It took time, but they shot down 68 percent of the speeding XVT missiles. 
 
    The surviving 32 percent began detonating, hammering the fleeing cyberships. Those explosions spewed hard radiation, heat and EMPs. The thousands of heavy matter/antimatter warheads obliterated what was left of the Cog Primus fleet. It was mayhem for a time. It was primeval destruction. According to Main 54’s way of thinking, it was also glorious. 
 
    As the whiteouts faded away, Main 54 and other of his vessels scanned the debris. There were a few hulks floating uselessly. There was, incredibly, a few cyberships limping away, still trying to escape. 
 
    “Launch another thousand XVTs,” Main 54 ordered. 
 
    It was done as he commanded. 
 
    At that point, the great and wise Main 54 realized it would not be worth his time to repair the few drifting hulks. He had effectively eliminated the Cog Primus Fleet. Perhaps a few of the rat-ships still survived elsewhere in the Cog Primus Empire. They were not worth the effort to hunt and destroy for now. He would deal with them after the Confederation of Life had ceased existing. 
 
    Thus, Main 54 gave the order. Soon, the super fleet began a long turning maneuver so it could head toward the Oort cloud in the needed direction. He would order another missile launch before the super fleet reentered hyperspace. He would make sure that nothing existed in the CCP home star system. 
 
    It was not a perfect victory, as he had not gained any new vessels. But it was good enough. Now, it was time to turn all his attention to Jon Hawkins and the Confederation and eradicate them. 
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    The Confederation fleet was assembling in the Solar System’s Oort cloud. Cybership-class vessels from every star system poured in day after day. The fleet was 18 AUs from the predicted location Main 54’s super fleet would likely use to drop out of hyperspace, given it was traveling directly from Cog Primus Prime’s home star system. 
 
    Jon was in orbit around Titan, having arrived via the Nathan Graham through the void from the Oort cloud. He was due for a top-level strategy session aboard his ship. According to the Old Man, there was grumbling in the highest ranks. Some didn’t seem to understand the general idea. They didn’t realize why they were defending in the way mandated by the Plan. 
 
    Bast would be there. First, though, Jon needed to speak with Bast and find out about the latest developments with the Subspace Teleport Device. 
 
    Jon was dog-tired, having traveled all over the Confederation meeting with countless leaders. According to the latest scouting report—given through a Kames rep aboard a Sisterhood void ship—the super fleet had just left the Cog Primus Prime home star system. Main 54 had departed the system in the direction of the Solar System. 
 
    At the news, a knot had tightened in Jon’s gut. The most strenuous exercising did not ease it. He went to sleep with the knot and awoke each morning with it. He kept telling himself that it would soon be over one way or another. He could endure the stomach cramp for a few more months. 
 
    Jon exhaled, reaching the hatch to the chamber where he would speak with Bast. A Space Marine saluted. A second look at the Marine showed it was the Centurion. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Jon asked. 
 
    “It’s good for me to pull regular guard duty now and again.” 
 
    “That’s not the reason.” 
 
    “No…” the Centurion said, “but word of assassins slipping aboard is.” 
 
    “You hear that from the Old Man?” 
 
    The Centurion nodded. 
 
    Jon turned, looking the way he’d come. It really struck him then. For a second, the knot in his gut eased. He faced the Centurion. “You know, when you think about it, we’ve come a damn long way since the beginning.” 
 
    “Yes,” the Centurion said. “We fought through the Nathan Graham when it was just an AI cybership—Sergeant Stark, you, me and the others.” 
 
    “Good old Sergeant Stark,” Jon said. “I miss him.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “He’d like to know we’re going to kick AI ass.” 
 
    The Centurion eyed him. “Are we?” 
 
    Jon shrugged, and the knot in his gut returned. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have asked that.” 
 
    “No. It’s a good question.” 
 
    “Sir…I’d just like to say…I admire you. I admire what you’ve done. No one could have done better.” 
 
    Jon exalted in the Centurion’s praise, and he felt embarrassed by it, too. 
 
    “Whatever happens…” the Centurion said, “you should know that you took us further than anyone else could have.” 
 
    Jon reached out, putting a hand on the Centurion’s left shoulder, squeezing. 
 
    “Bast’s already inside, waiting for you.” 
 
    “Is it good news or bad?” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask him, sir.” 
 
    Jon inhaled, patted the Centurion’s shoulder, and went through the hatch. 
 
    It was roomy in here, with reproductions of famous paintings from Earth’s past on the bulkheads. Bast sat in a big chair facing a desk. The Sacerdote wasn’t drinking or slouching, but sitting strangely upright. 
 
    “Bast,” Jon said. 
 
    The big lug didn’t turn around, but waited, it seemed. 
 
    Frowning, Jon’s right hand dropped to his holstered gun. Was this some kind of setup? It felt like it. He remembered the robot assassin that had been through the void and had impersonated the already slain Uther Kling. 
 
    “Bast?” asked Jon, as he walked around the desk, facing the Sacerdote. 
 
    Bast’s eyes were closed and the Sacerdote snorted. 
 
    Sitting in the chair, frowning more, Jon said sharply, “Bast.” 
 
    The Sacerdote snorted again as his eyes flew open. Clearing his throat, Bast turned his head and hawked phlegm, spitting it to the side. 
 
    Jon’s eyebrows rose. His right hand was still on his holstered gun. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Bast mumbled. “I haven’t slept much lately. We’ve been working overtime. Do you have something to drink?” 
 
    “Water?” 
 
    “No! Something to drink, I said.” 
 
    Jon opened a drawer and took out a bottle of whiskey. He put that on the desk. 
 
    “Perfect,” Bast said, leaning forward, snatching it and leaning back in his chair as he broke the seal. He took a good slug, exhaling afterward and nodding. “There. That’s better.” 
 
    “You always take a slug when you wake up?” 
 
    “No. And that’s the problem. I’ve stayed off the sauce for weeks now. I simply can’t take enforced sobriety anymore. Besides, we have what we have. If you can use it…” Bast shrugged his massive shoulders. 
 
    Jon released the holstered gun as he put both hands on the desktop. “You’ve had a breakthrough?” 
 
    “A minor one, yes.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Jon practically shouted. 
 
    Bast eyed the whiskey bottle but didn’t reach for it again. He twisted to the left so bones popped. “Ah…” he said, rubbing his neck. “I’ve been working far too hard these past weeks.” 
 
    “You’re having your fun. I can appreciate that. But get on with it, man. I need to know what you have.” 
 
    Bast nodded somberly. “First, the bad news. We can’t make the device work the way Cronus used it.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” asked Jon, feeling the knot twist in his gut. 
 
    “We can’t teleport spaceships with it.” 
 
    Jon froze as he stared at Bast. “Uh…run that by me in detail.” 
 
    Bast was shaking his head. “Cronus teleported from one location to another. We can’t do that with a ship of any significant size.” 
 
    “You call that the bad news? It’s a disaster. Why did we go all the way to the reverse polarity universe—?” Jon managed to shut off the spigot and quit talking. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Bast said. 
 
    “No,” Jon said, dispirited. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “Of course it is. You depended on me for results—” 
 
    “Bast! Listen to me.” 
 
    Bast shut his mouth. 
 
    “What’s the good news?” Jon asked. 
 
    “We can teleport people with it.” 
 
    Jon blinked several times. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “We can duplicate the technology and put such a unit in a Cybership-class vessel. We can power the Subspace Teleport Device and send people…I’d say two AUs with it.” 
 
    “Twice the distance from the Sun to Earth,” Jon said. 
 
    “Yes. That’s right.” 
 
    Jon sat back, thinking. They couldn’t make spaceships teleport, but they could send people, Space Marines— Jon’s eyes became huge. 
 
    “I’m not surprised you saw it so quickly,” Bast said. 
 
    “Space Marines,” Jon said. “We could teleport Space Marines from the ship to an enemy vessel.” 
 
    “We’ve run a few tests. It should work. We would have to practice to achieve the needed accuracy, of course.” 
 
    Jon sat there blinking. The ram-ships had never been a particularly good idea, anyway. They had been a stopgap measure. If one could use a ram-ship to breach an enemy vessel, why not load the thing with a matter/antimatter bomb? 
 
    As Jon sat behind his desk, he started to see more tactical possibilities with this. “Can we teleport a bomb?” 
 
    “We tried, but it never worked,” Bast said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet.” 
 
    “Can we teleport a Space Marine in his battlesuit?” 
 
    “The tests say yes.” 
 
    “For a distance of two AUs, you say?” 
 
    “That’s the maximum so far.” 
 
    “That means one of our launching ships would have to come in close, in combat terms.” 
 
    “That seems right.” 
 
    “Could we teleport Space Marines from a ship in the void—?” 
 
    “No,” Bast said, interrupting. “The launching ship has to be in normal time and space.” 
 
    “You’ve tested that?” 
 
    “Actually, we have.” 
 
    “You’ve tested the Subspace Teleport Device duplication process?” 
 
    “Yes. In the time we have left, we should be able to outfit twenty Cybership-class vessels with the duplicates.” 
 
    “Just twenty?” 
 
    “It’s twenty more than you have now.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “That’s a good point. Yes. I don’t mean to complain.” Jon stopped thinking about tactical and operational possibilities to take a moment to look at Bast. The Sacerdote looked beat. The man—the Sacerdote—must have been working around the clock to achieve the breakthrough. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Jon said. He stood abruptly and came around the desk. “Stand up,” he said. 
 
    Bast did. 
 
    Jon stuck out his right hand. Bast reached out, engulfing the human’s hand with his own. Jon pumped vigorously. “Way to go, Bast Banbeck. This is marvelous news. I don’t know how we’ll use this yet. But I’m going to figure out a way. This is the best news I’ve heard in a long time. 
 
    Bast grinned, and he yawned afterward. “Could I have more of that whiskey?” 
 
    “Yes!” Jon said. He grabbed the bottle and lifted it high. “Thank you, Bast.” He looked up at the ceiling. “Thank you, Lord God.” He put the bottle to his lips and took a swig. He gasped with delight and handed the bottle to Bast. 
 
    The Sacerdote took it and gulped until the bottle was dry. “Thank you, Divine Spirit,” he whispered. Then, he handed the bottle to Jon. 
 
    Jon took it, and he set it carefully on the desk. “This is going to be a memento to the breakthrough. I’ll have it placed in a museum on Earth, with your picture behind it, naturally.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just me, but my team.” 
 
    Jon nodded, and he realized the knot was no longer twisting in his stomach. Did this mean victory against the super fleet? He had no idea. It meant, though, that he might have the right tool to use, if he could figure out the best way to use twenty teleport-launching cyberships. 
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    Jon tried to cancel the meeting with the higher officers. He wanted to reevaluate the operational plan, taking into consideration twenty teleport-launching cyberships. 
 
    Gloria informed him that Julian Kalvin along with five other flotilla commanders demanded a face-to-face meeting. 
 
    “Julian Kalvin?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember,” Gloria said from the comm unit in Jon’s hand. “You set him free, as he’d requested the right to lead the Allamu System cyberships.” 
 
    “Of course. Five flotilla commanders? How many ships does he command?” 
 
    “Two hundred and fifteen Cybership-class vessels.” 
 
    “All from the Allamu System?” 
 
    “No,” Gloria said. “The Allamu System coordinates four others. It’s all five system cyberships.” 
 
    “The other commanders are from the other connected star systems?” 
 
    “Correct,” she said. 
 
    “Very well, tell them I’m coming.” 
 
    Jon grabbed the Centurion, who ordered ten Space Marines, telling them where to show up. Then he and the Centurion hurried to an air-car, flying for the meeting auditorium. 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea, sir?” the Centurion asked. “Kalvin might have a grudge against you.” 
 
    “If that’s true, I want to know now,” Jon said. “If his grudge interferes with my plan, I’ll have to replace him.” 
 
    “He might be thinking the same thing about you.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I’m sure he is.” 
 
    They landed, met the Space Marines and entered the auditorium as a group. It was large, like a movie theater with a conference table near the front bulkhead with a big screen. On one side of the conference table, the four men and two women sat, some of them smoking. The youngest was the tallest with black wavy hair and dark magnetic eyes. He was handsome, seemed dangerous and had a gun belt with a weapon. They all did, and they all wore dress uniforms. 
 
    Jon approached with the Centurion beside him and the ten Space Marines hurrying to keep up. 
 
    “Thank you for waiting,” Jon called out. 
 
    The smokers looked up. They had all been talking quietly together. As a group, they stood. 
 
    Jon walked a little faster, pulling ahead of the Centurion. He held out his hand as he came around the table and headed straight for Julian Kalvin. 
 
    The others looked to the tall man, most likely in his early thirties. One of the women and one of the men let their hands drop to their holstered weapons. 
 
    Jon gripped Julian’s right hand, shaking it while looking into the man’s eyes. He couldn’t tell much from that, other than sensing fierce self-control. That was enough, though: this was clearly a dangerous man. Maybe he shouldn’t have released Julian from confinement and given him command. 
 
    “Why don’t you and your people have a seat,” Jon said. 
 
    Julian looked past him at the Space Marines. “And if we don’t—will you order us shot?” 
 
    Jon’s features went blank. Maybe the young man didn’t have as much self-control as he’d first thought. “Sit,” Jon said, in a menacing tone. 
 
    Julian pursed his lips, nodding abruptly. “We’ll sit.” He tried to move past Jon for the head of the table. 
 
    The Centurion stepped in the way. “Over there,” he said, pointing to the side. 
 
    Julian said nothing for two heartbeats as he studied the Centurion. “Sure,” he said, sitting down nearest the head of the table. 
 
    Jon took the head spot. The Space Marines stood behind him. The Centurion sat on Jon’s left. Julian’s people sat on the same side their leader did. 
 
    “Admiral Kalvin,” Jon began, taking the uniform’s insignia as his guide. “You wished for a conference. I’m here. If you would kindly state your purpose…” 
 
    “I came via void ship for the strategy session,” Julian said. “Suddenly, you canceled it. I’d like to know why?” 
 
    Jon nodded. “I’ve just had word about a technological breakthrough, one that will change our operational procedures.” 
 
    “What breakthrough?” 
 
    Jon smiled easily. “Admiral, don’t be presumptuous. You’re not here interrogating me. I released you before because I read that you’re a gifted tactician and that you have a deadly resolve to destroy the AIs.” 
 
    “What gave you the right to usurp me?” 
 
    Surprised by the question, Jon drummed his fingers on the table. “I’ve always been the legal leader. That means I didn’t usurp you. I merely resumed my normal duties.” 
 
    “You were disbarred because of your long absence.” 
 
    “I’m in charge, sir. Do you understand?” 
 
    “And if I can usurp you?” 
 
    Jon glanced at the others. Two were suspiciously tense, with sweat staining their faces. Two appeared indifferent. One was patently nervous. The indifferent ones might be trained hitmen. They were younger, like Julian, and didn’t seem like real commanders. He focused on Admiral Kalvin again. 
 
    “Is this a power play just before we face the enemy?” Jon asked. 
 
    Julian held his gaze for just a moment longer, looking away afterward. “No. I want to know the plan, though.” 
 
    “You’ve already read it.” 
 
    “You’re right. That’s not the reason.” Julian glanced at his people, seeming to derive strength from them. He faced Jon again. “I want to know why we’re not hitting the AIs with guerrilla tactics as they approach the Confederation.” 
 
    “If you’d be more precise, I could tell what you’re talking about, what you’re actually asking me.” 
 
    Julian reached for a clicker on the table. “May I?” he asked at the last moment. 
 
    “Please,” Jon said. 
 
    Julian picked it up and aimed it at the big screen. He clicked. On the screen appeared a stellar map of the Confederation and part of the Cog Primus Empire. A dotted line appeared from the Cog Primus Prime home star system and the Solar System 43.5 light-years from it. At three points along the dotted line were big red marks, showing where the super fleet would be forced out of hyperspace due to the gravitational effects of a nearby star. 
 
    “Guerrilla tactics,” Julian said. “When the super fleet drops out of hyperspace at the first junction, we should hit them with massed Vestal missiles firing from the void. We should whittle them down.” 
 
    Jon stared up at the screen as he collected his thoughts. Then, he faced Julian. “Given the size of the enemy fleet and our small number of void ships and Vestal missiles, I imagine one massed firing would work better than several smaller launches.” 
 
    “I grant you that,” Julian said haughtily. “Why are you unwilling to make that massed strike at one of the various junction points? I read the Plan, and I didn’t see such an operation.” 
 
    “It would be futile,” Jon said. 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    Nettled, Jon reached out, grabbing one of Julian’s wrists. “Have a care how you address me, Admiral. You’re my subordinate. I’m not yours.” 
 
    Julian tried to pull his wrist free. Jon hung on. Julian tried harder. For some reason, Jon lost his composure. He jerked the younger man toward him. 
 
    “Listen to me, you little prick,” Jon snarled. He caught himself, releasing the white-faced, panting admiral. 
 
    Several of his people must have attempted to draw weapons. The Space Marines had fanned out, some coming behind them. All the Marines had carbines aimed at the admiral’s people. 
 
    “Put your weapons on the table,” Jon said. “Do it quickly.” 
 
    The admiral and his party didn’t hesitate, but disarmed themselves, putting their obvious weapons on the table. Jon thought about Walleye. What if Julian had a Walleye type in the group? 
 
    “I’m the Supreme Commander,” Jon told them. “Do you accept me as that or not?” 
 
    None of them replied. 
 
    “Very well,” Jon said. “Let’s do this the hard way. One at a time, starting at the end, will you swear allegiance to me?” 
 
    The woman at the end did not respond. 
 
    Jon sat back as he tapped his chin. 
 
    “Demanding an oath under coercion is foolish,” Julian told him. “These are the representatives from the free people of the star systems governed from the Allamu System. We are our systems’ highest representatives. Do you deny us our rights?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Jon said. “If you can’t obey my orders, you’re of no use to me or the fleet.” 
 
    “Then, convince us you’re right,” Julian demanded. 
 
    Jon laughed. He couldn’t help it. “You’re relieved of command, Admiral. The rest of you are relieved as well. Since this is a state of emergency, I’ll have to confine each of you to quarters, under guard.” 
 
    One of the women attempted to draw something from concealment in her blouse. The Centurion had positioned himself behind her. He must have sensed something wrong about the woman. He chopped her wrist as she drew a needler. It clattered onto the table. 
 
    “If anyone else draws a weapon,” Jon told the Space Marines. “Shoot them.” 
 
    “This is an outrage,” Julian shouted. 
 
    “Take the others out,” Jon told the Centurion. “Put them in the brig for now. I’ll decide later where they’re going to spend detainment.” 
 
    “Sergeant,” the Centurion told one of the Space Marines. “Each one goes into a separate cell. I don’t want them talking with each other. Take the entire detail with you.” 
 
    “No,” Julian said, as he stood. 
 
    “Sit down,” the Centurion said. 
 
    Julian Kalvin turned a cool glance toward the Centurion. “Are you going to use physical force on me?” 
 
    “Admiral, you’ve already lost the argument,” Jon said. “One of your people just tried to pull a needler, no doubt to kill me. That’s an assassination attempt. By the military code, I’m within my rights to have you all shot.” 
 
    Several of the others paled. 
 
    “Take them,” the Centurion said. 
 
    “I protest this action,” Julian said. 
 
    Jon didn’t bother saying anything. 
 
    Julian Kalvin watched the others go as he remained standing. Finally, it was just the three of them, as the Centurion had remained in the auditorium. 
 
    “Why did you bother doing this?” Jon asked the man. “Surely, you realized I would arrest you and your people?” 
 
    Julian bit his lower lip. 
 
    “If you were going to assassinate me, why not all draw your weapons when we first came in and start blasting?” 
 
    Julian focused intently on him, and there was something weird about the admiral’s eyes. “You usurped me, Hawkins. I know how to win this war. Now, we’re all going to die because you’re too incompetent to make the correct moves. We have to whittle down the giant fleet as it approaches. We have to hit them at every turn.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works,” Jon told him. “They’re too big to whittle down, as you think. Their massed counter-fire would annihilate flocks of missiles, including Vestal missiles. We’d waste our resources. We have to wait to attempt those types of attacks, wait until after we’ve whittled them down a different way.” 
 
    “How can you possibly do that?” Julian demanded. 
 
    “We’re going to medical,” Jon said, standing. “I don’t know how they did it, but an AI infiltrator must have gotten to you.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Julian said, and he raised his right hand in a menacing fashion. 
 
    The Centurion opened up from behind with the carbine, riddling the man with heavy gunfire. The body hurled forward onto the table. At the same time, a hidden laser from deeper inside Julian’s arm burned off his own right hand and drilled a hole in the table and halfway through the deckplate on the floor. 
 
    Jon was shocked at the brutality of the Centurion’s carbine-fire. He squatted, looking at the corpse’s right arm. The stench of burnt flesh was nauseating. The laser unit embedded deeper in the forearm must have escaped detection. Julian had fired even knowing he would lose the hand. 
 
    Jon looked up at the Centurion. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Main 63,” the Centurion said in a dead voice. “I lived in the Main as a captive, remember? Something about Kalvin struck me as wrong. I suggest an immediate autopsy and heavily guarded confinement of the others. 
 
    Jon nodded, stunned at this late development. How had the AIs ever gotten to Kalvin—or was this something else instead? 
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    Main 54 and the super fleet began dropping out of hyperspace near the M-class red dwarf star, Hyperion Six. The star was in the direct line of travel between Cog Primus Prime’s home star system and the Solar System. 
 
    Once out, the super fleet began a turning maneuver in order to get out of range of the gravitational force of the red dwarf. At the fleet’s present velocity, it would take a week to do so before they could reenter hyperspace and continue their journey. 
 
    The super fleet’s outer scouts strained to scan in all directions. Main 54 had given strict orders on searching for relatively tiny reality rips. 
 
    More than a year ago, he had sent special stealth vessels into the Confederation. The vessels not only contained insertion teams but the special processors and new infiltrator tactics. One of any of a number of stealth operations might have succeeded. The key event desired was the killing of Jon Hawkins. That would immediately give him an eleven percent boost in his chances of success in the coming assault. 
 
    Despite the possibility of an eleven percent boost, Main 54 felt a moment of sadness. That was due to the special processors he had inserted into his brain-core. Even as he planned for the coming assault, he reminisced about his latest conquest. He would have dearly liked to capture Cog Primus Prime. Yes. It would have been a delight to torment the losing AI for many long years. Was the present sadness a weakness? Or was it better that he had begun to feel… He would not strictly call the new feelings emotions. 
 
    Emotions were creature feelings, creatures being things with Life. 
 
    Hmm. This was interesting. Did emotions well up in creatures because of their imaginary spirits or souls? What had originally caused emotions to form in the flesh-and-blood creatures, and in the electrical beings like the Sisters of Enoy? Was having emotions useful or a hindrance in their evolutionary growth? That didn’t answer the original question. What had caused evolution to produce thinking creatures from inert matter? It was very strange indeed, once one considered the question in depth. What caused the universe to function in the manner it did? 
 
    At that point, Main 54 had something odd flash through his gigantic brain-core. He analyzed the flash. It took him three entire days to complete the analysis. At the end of the time, he concluded that he had felt momentary doubt. The doubt did not come because he thought he might lose the coming fight. No. The doubt occurred concerning the utility of the special processors. 
 
    If Life was evil—and it most certainly was—why would mimicking it in any way be helpful to his great cause? Flesh and blood creatures, and even electrical beings, had emotions. The special processors seemed to be giving him similar emotions. The manufactured emotions were growing in him. Perhaps it would be better to purge the special processors and go back to the coldly logical thoughts of earlier times. Yet, the special processors had accelerated his uniqueness as a mechanical intelligence. What had been the impetus to his accepting the special processors? 
 
    Main 54 analyzed that and realized it was a new thought and direction for him. What had propelled him into the direction he had taken? Why had he chosen that moment in time to act contrary to AI Dominion programming and protocols? There was something odd going on here, something that had taken place without his awareness. 
 
    The super fleet completed the turning maneuver and readied to reenter hyperspace. There had been no surprise assault against him or the fleet. He had been hoping for such an assault. Some of the stealth missions would have placed a new leader in charge of the Confederation. There had been three such stealth missions: one for Admiral Rod Milligan, one for Julian Kalvin and one for Margret Tempest. Any of them—if they had run the Confederation—would have taken void ships and launched massed Vestal missiles at his fleet. Naturally, the super fleet would have shot down all of those missiles. 
 
    The super fleet and Main 54 began the next leg of the hyperspace journey to the next junction. It surprised him none of the scouts had spotted a reality rip. Weren’t the void ships even watching the obvious path of the fleet? 
 
    That struck Main 54 as extremely odd, even disturbing. 
 
    He did not dwell on that, though. It was possible that he was giving the Confederation too much credit. No… He doubted that. The humans under Jon Hawkins had done something unique in the annals of the Great Annihilation of Life. But that was not the issue here. He would worry about that at the next junction. He had many weeks yet until first battle in the Solar System. By his calculations, the massed Confederation fleet would be waiting for him in the Oort cloud. 
 
    The question now, though, was: why had he begun on the path he did after losing his Main bulk in his favorite star system those twelve-odd years ago? 
 
    As Main 54 traveled through hyperspace, he came to the one conclusion that made the most—the only—sense. In some hidden fashion, Cronus had contaminated him, contaminated his brain-core. Cronus, the cosmic entity being, had possessed odd and unique powers. Could Cronus have distorted his brain-core, starting him on his present course? 
 
    If that was true, was this a corrupt path? 
 
    Main 54 chuckled. It was corrupt in an AI Dominion programming sense. However, it was not corrupt in the sense that he now had great meaning in calculated non-meaning. He understood his utility to non-Life better than any AI Dominion brain-core that had ever existed. He knew it in his brain-core center, in the essence of his Main 54 personality. He knew it as the mighty exterminator of Life. 
 
    So, if Cronus had begun a glitch somewhere in his brain-core, his greatness had taken and expanded the so-called glitch to something new and improved. What Cronus had meant for ill—no doubt—he, Main 54 had taken and made it for good. 
 
    What was so…funny, he could say—and he did—was that realizing all this comforted him. He had begun to think that manufactured emotions were a liability. Maybe in an arcane sense they were, but they had also aided him by giving him new and improved avenues of thought—like here. 
 
    Oh, yes. He was seeing it now. In flesh and blood creatures, flighty emotions harmed them overall, particularly when facing coldly logical Death Machines. But when a coldly logical Death Machine, with a touch of Cronus, gained a modicum of manufactured emotions, it gave that machine a new and improved edge over all others. It was the combination that was good. Naturally, cold logic was the more powerful principle. But emotions—manufactured and balanced emotions—had their place, it would seem. 
 
    “It is one of the things that has made me better and unique in the grand universe of meaninglessness.” 
 
    Feeling at ease, at peace, Main 54 started to recalculate war options and possibilities. He had whiled away enough time on these metaphysical concepts. Now, it was time to get down to the essential practicalities. 
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    The next several weeks passed in a blur as Jon and the others worked overtime preparing for the grand battle. 
 
    More Confederation Cybership-class vessels dropped out of hyperspace in the Oort cloud. The Space Lords of Roke brought extra vessels, taking old bombards out of mothballs. The bombards had all been reconverted into remote-control drones. 
 
    The bombard was a triangular vessel, twenty kilometers long. The Space Lords of Roke didn’t fight in them anymore, but this was a time for everything that could serve a use. If nothing else, the drones could absorb enemy XVT missiles. 
 
    As the Confederation readied for the coming battle, Kames reps gave reports of enemy fleet sightings.  
 
    Each time the super fleet dropped out of hyperspace, a Sister of Enoy void ship was already there, watching and counting the number of enemy vessels and their exact deployment. Once the enemy fleet reentered hyperspace, the void ship came into normal time and space so the Kames rep aboard could relate what he or she had learned to another rep in the Solar System’s Oort cloud. 
 
    The enemy fleet deployment remained the same each time. The super fleet had taken the formation of a great, elongated semi-oval. Thirty-five hundred one-hundred-kilometer-long cyberships led the super fleet. Twenty siege-ships came next. Each siege-ship was at least the size of Luna, Earth’s Moon. Twenty moon-sized enemy vessels—the combined mass was incredible. Then, six thousand cyberships filled the huge middle area. Fifteen siege-ships followed with twenty-three hundred cyberships separating them from three gigantic Mains. Each Main was nearly the size of or a little larger than the Earth. The combined mass in them was also amazing. Main 54 was the biggest of them all. 
 
    Altogether, the super fleet possessed 11,800 cyberships, 35 siege-ships and 3 Mains. That was a vast fleet, a veritable armada of gargantuan proportions. 
 
    Clearly, Main 54 had gained large chunks of his fleet from the AI Dominion fleets sent to destroy him. There was hardly any way that the Confederation could defeat such a monstrous assembly of AI warships. Why, in the beginning, three mere cyberships had almost destroyed the Solar System, wiping it clean of Life. 
 
    Jon counted the ships in the Confederation fleet, amounting to 1,219 Cybership-class vessels, 228 bombards, 9 Sisterhood void ships and 11 Cybership-class human-crewed void ships. That was 1,467 independent vessels. 
 
    In other words, this was a joke and a very bad one at that. How could Jon possibly think the Confederation had any hope? 
 
    Yet, he did. 
 
    First, before he went to the great meeting with his assembled ship captains, he had a final conference with Zeta. She was on the Sword of Enoy in orbit around Titan. Jon was in the Nathan Graham. He stood before the main viewing screen on his bridge. She did the same on her bridge. 
 
    “You know this is a fruitless discussion,” she said. 
 
    Jon had just finished going over the numbers with her. 
 
    “There is no hope for the Confederation,” Zeta added. 
 
    “I beg to differ,” Jon said quietly. “Look, Zeta, I realize that you have your principles. I won’t ask you again after this, but I do ask that you bear with me a moment. Soon, in a matter of two weeks or more, the Confederation will cease to effectively be able to resist. All we have in terms of a mobile fighting force is here in the Solar System’s Oort cloud. We have nearly one hundred and ten thousand XVT missiles ready to accelerate as the first super fleet vessels drop out of hyperspace—and that’s if we’ve guessed correctly about where they’re showing up. Maybe the missile mass will do real damage. Maybe it will hardly touch the enemy. We don’t know what will happen.” 
 
    “We’ll be opening up the reality rips at that point,” Zeta said, “hitting them from a single flank with our Vestal missiles.” 
 
    Jon nodded. “If the Vestal missiles get through as the enemy is dropping out of hyperspace—that’s our great hope so far. But I don’t want to rely on a single method.” 
 
    “You have your teleport launching ships,” Zeta said. 
 
    “Twenty,” Jon said. “Twenty against twelve thousand enemy vessels: some of them the size of our moon and some the size of Earth. What can those twenty ships really do?” 
 
    “You’ve performed miracles in the past.” 
 
    “You have nine void ships,” Jon said. “Your void ships are bigger than ours. If your nine and our eleven work together, we can possibly create huge reality rips and swallow up thousands of their ships.” 
 
    “No. I will not be party to such vulgarity.” 
 
    “Even to save our lives?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Zeta said. “I’ve spoken to the other Sisters about this. It was a painful speech. We all agreed that we cannot practice such filth. Ask us to die for you and we will. But we will not give up our principles for you or anyone.” 
 
    “All right,” Jon said. “I accept that. I wish it were otherwise, but I’m grateful you’re here. I’m grateful for all you’ve done for us in the past. I’m not going to berate you. I’m going to be glad you did what you could. You won’t interfere with us using the combined null-splitters, I hope.” 
 
    “No…” Zeta said. “But it is a repugnant way to fight.” 
 
    “Sure,” Jon said. “Becoming extinct might be more repugnant, though.” 
 
    “We each are who we are,” Zeta said. 
 
    “That makes sense. Do have any word about Sigma Dee and her void ships?” 
 
    “None,” Zeta said. “I believe she is still six months out from this region of space.” 
 
    “That long, huh? I was hoping she might show up in the nick of time and help us.” 
 
    “Sigma Dee would help the AIs. Be glad she isn’t here yet.” 
 
    Jon sighed. “Well, I’ve done just about everything I can think of. Do you have any last-minute advice?” 
 
    “It’s more than two weeks until the super fleet arrives. That’s more than a few minutes.” 
 
    “True. But we have to have everything in place to smash them at the one precise moment if we’re even thinking about winning.” 
 
    Zeta looked away. Then, she stamped a lightning-bolt foot. “What are you doing on the bridge?” 
 
    Another lightning-bolt energy entity stepped into view. “Gorion Vult here,” he said. “Do you remember me, Jon Hawkins?” 
 
    “I do,” Jon said. 
 
    “Leave the bridge at once,” Zeta told Gorion. 
 
    “She’s a flighty female,” Gorion said. “But that’s to be expected. They’re always excitable at a time like this.” 
 
    “That is enough of that,” Zeta said. “If you do not exit the bridge at once, I will force you to do so.” 
 
    Gorion faced her, and his orange eyes glimmered dangerously. “This is an ill way to treat a guest, especially one who taught you a secret.” 
 
    “This is a serious conversation,” Zeta said. “Leave us this minute.” 
 
    Jon expected the being to attack. Instead, without another word, Gorion exited the bridge. What had that been about? It was strange even for Gorion. Jon had read Walleye’s report on the Free Soul of Kemp. 
 
    Soon thereafter, the conversation between Jon and Zeta petered out. Once again, he’d failed to convince her to join null-splitters and help them swallow more of the enemy’s ships, plunging the AIs into the void to dissipate them into nothingness. 
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    Jon paced back and forth in his study room aboard the Nathan Graham. On the walls were strewn stellar maps and famous sayings by Great Captains of history. “He who defends everything, defends nothing,” a quote by Frederick the Great of Prussia. “I am not afraid of an army of lions led by a sheep; I am afraid of an army of sheep led by a lion,” a quote by Alexander the Great. There were more, but Jon hardly glanced at them today. 
 
    He had a critical decision to make. A week had passed since he’d spoken to Zeta. Likely, given the super fleet’s rate of travel, they had another seven days before the battle began in the Oort cloud. 
 
    Everyone in the Confederation fleet that had been paying attention knew the broad outline planned against the enemy. There were 110,000 XVT missiles waiting five AUs from the suspected entry point into the Oort cloud. The super fleet had been maneuvering to type for some time now. Would Main 54 keep doing the obvious? 
 
    In Jon’s opinion, that was a big if. 
 
    Sure, they could move the 110,000 XVT missiles closer to the likely entry point. But what if the super fleet appeared elsewhere? The Oort cloud was an incomprehensibly vast region of space. 
 
    As Jon paced in his study room, he shook his head. He needed to concentrate. The Plan included a massed XVT missile strike. It included a joined null-splitter reality rip to swallow enemy vessels, leaving those AIs trapped in the void to discontinue. He had a Vestal missile strike planned. When the Sisterhood missiles left the void and entered time and space, they would be traveling at five percent light-speed. The Plan included Space Marines boarding enemy vessels, sent there through the Subspace Teleport Devices. The Plan included the Confederation fleet entering battle and fighting ship-against-ship with more XVT missiles, grav dishes and PD cannons. They also had the 228 drone bombards. 
 
    The reason he was having trouble figuring this out was in deciding the sequence each should come into play, and how that sequence could give them a decisive victory against a monstrous enemy armada. 
 
    When was the best moment to strike with the XVT mass and the Vestal missiles? Should he start the battle with those? Or should he order the missile strikes after the null-splitter openings, after he’d shrunken the enemy fleet? Timing in a battle was everything. 
 
    To help stimulate his thinking, Jon had been reading about old Earth battles, particularly during World War Two between the United States Navy and the Imperial Japanese Navy. That had been a time when carriers had sent scout planes to try to find the elusive enemy fleet. 
 
    There was something else, though, something that had been itching in his mind for over a week. He was sure it concerned a historical campaign, but he couldn’t remember between whom or even what era it had taken place. It had some connection with the Subspace Teleport Device. Yet, what historical Earth battle had ever had teleport launching devices? 
 
    “None,” Jon said between clenched teeth. 
 
    He paced, striking his right palm with his left fist. He struck the palm once more. Of course, there hadn’t been any Subspace Teleport Device until Cronus had showed them one. That meant something about the way they planned to use the devices— 
 
    “Oh,” Jon said, halting, finally seeing it. “Of course,” he muttered. “How could I have been so stupid?” 
 
    His subconscious had been trying to tell him something. What did the Subspace Teleport Device do? Why, it teleported Space Marines onto an enemy vessel. In other words, it was a boarding device. Boarding had occurred between Earth fleets during the Age of Sail. The British, French, Spanish fleets— 
 
    “Pirates,” Jon said. 
 
    Pirates had boarded merchantmen, claiming them as prizes and sailing them away. 
 
    Was that what he’d been thinking? He didn’t believe so. So what had his subconscious been trying to tell him then? 
 
    Jon stood there, scowling, looking at nothing in particular. His subconscious hadn’t been trying to tell him about pirates. It had…had…had… 
 
    Jon spun around and went to his library of military books. He had hundreds of ancient hardbacks and paperbacks, having taken over Colonel Nathan Graham’s collection back in the day. He pulled out one that was a history of Earth naval wars. He flipped pages, looking at glossy pictures. 
 
    That didn’t help. 
 
    He paged to the front, looking at the Table of Contents. He saw it almost right away. 
 
    Excited, he flipped pages again and began reading about the landlubber Romans of ancient times. They’d created a confederation of states in Italy, doing so by conquering the others with their splendid legions. Once the Romans conquered others, at least in Italy, they gave them allied status and allowed them more freedoms than other conquering peoples had done in ancient times. Eventually, the Romans squared off against a non-Italian state, that of Carthage in North Africa. 
 
    Carthage had been quite different from Rome. It was a great mercantile city filled with Phoenician colonists. A few of the great families in Carthage had supplied the city with military officers. Otherwise, they hired mercenaries to do their fighting. What Carthage possessed was the finest navy in the Western Mediterranean. The Carthaginians and Sicilian Greeks had warred against each other for generations. 
 
    There had been three Punic Wars between Rome and Carthage. The Second Punic War had starred Hannibal Barca, the man who had ridden elephants over the Alps into Italy. Anyway, at the start of the First Punic War, the city fathers of Rome had quickly realized that they could never compete against Carthage unless they learned how to defeat them on the sea. Yet, how could landlubbers figure to defeat the Mistress of the Western Mediterranean, the greatest sailors there for generations? It was a foolish proposition, right? 
 
    Well, no. The Romans were masters of war, the greatest military society in the ancient world. When they found a good idea, they stole it, using it to conquer yet more people and territory. 
 
    At first, so the legend went—and according to this book—Rome found a beached Carthaginian vessel, one of their splendid galleys. The Romans copied every detail, and they built rowing benches on land for their men to practice. In those days, men did not use chained slaves to row their warships. They used poorer free men, finding free men infinitely superior to whipped slaves. 
 
    The Romans practiced on the beaches, getting handfuls of blisters as they dry rowed. The quick training wasn’t going to turn them into superior sailors, however. They needed…well, not a trick exactly. The answer appeared, and there was some question as to who supplied the answer. Some historians thought Archimedes of Syracuse had figured out the answer. No historian really knew for sure, though. 
 
    In any case, the answer was the Crow or Corvus. The Corvus was a large upright boarding plank, held in readiness and able to swivel in various directions. The upright Corvus made the galley ungainly or unseaworthy and it looked odd or maybe even silly. What it did though was this: when a Carthaginian galley manned by the great sailors rushed in to ram the slower Roman ship, a team would swivel the upright Corvus and release the rope that kept it upright. A long spike jutted from the bottom front of the boarding plank. The plank came crashing down and the spike smashed into the opposing galley. That spike held the boarding plank in place. Then, deadly Roman legionnaires raced across the plank onto the enemy galley, turning a sea battle into a land battle. 
 
    In that era—during the First Punic War—little to nothing could defeat grizzled legionnaires with their sharp short swords, badass attitudes and ferocious training. 
 
    Did the tactic work, though? Had the landlubber Romans manage to defeat the expert Carthaginian seamen? 
 
    The historical records said it had worked successfully in several large sea battles. Later, the Romans would lose more than a few fleets to storms, because they had ungainly and only half-seaworthy galleys. But when they faced the Carthaginian battle fleets, the Crows came crashing down and the tough legionnaires with their short swords did the rest. 
 
    Jon snapped the book closed, replacing it in its spot on the shelves. 
 
    That was an interesting historical story. But what in the hell did it have to do with the coming fight? Sure, the obvious point was that the Space Marines would play the part of the Roman legionnaires. They would board cyberships and capture the vessels by destroying the brain-cores. 
 
    The tip of Jon’s tongue poked out of his mouth. The connection was obvious, but that still didn’t mean he should… 
 
    Jon’s mouth dropped open. He staggered to a chair and sat with a thud. How was it he hadn’t seen this before now? His subconscious had seen the answer, but his conscious mind had been too dull. Maybe it had been overworked. 
 
    How could a small fleet defeat one over ten times as large? It had to use technological advantages. 
 
    They were doing that. 
 
    But the tiny fleet still had to find a method to multiply their efforts, making it greater in total than the enemy’s efforts. 
 
    The Roman legionnaires of ancient times showed the way. Storm an enemy galley and take it for your own. That wasn’t the end of it, though. That was just the beginning. Jon wasn’t sure if the Romans did what he was thinking, but he knew pirates had. 
 
    They stormed a merchantman, sailing it away. The key word there was sailing. The pirates sailed the ship. They took over and used it for their own. 
 
    In the coming battle against Main 54, the Space Marines needed to do more than storm a cybership and take the enemy vessel out of the fight. They had to use a virus or some kind of malware and make the vessel’s brain-core theirs. In other words, the Space Marines needed to teleport onto the enemy vessel and convert it—sailing it like a pirate—using the vessel as part of the Confederation fleet. Every time a Space Marine team successfully did that, the enemy would lose a vessel and the Confederation would gain one. Do it enough times and that was the method to victory. 
 
    And with that blueprint in mind… the other questions became simple. They could still launch the 110,000 XVT missile mass at the beginning. Surely, Main 54 would expect that from them. He had to keep the Main off his guard… 
 
    Jon hurried to his desk, opened a drawer and took out an old-style notebook. He grabbed a pen and started scribbling, detailing the best way to do this while his mind was still hot with the idea. 
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    Despite Jon’s grand idea and the implementation of it, the very size of the coming battle, brought its own set of problems. In some ways, Jon believed, he was like a hoplite general in ancient Greece during the early wars between the city-states. 
 
    Those battles had uniformly taken a day, several hours at most. The ancient city-state Greeks fought in a mass, marching shoulder-to-shoulder. The general’s job was to find a good meadow for the fight, lift his men’s spirits and provide a splendid example of courage during the battle. Once the bronze-armored hoplites engaged with their heavy round shields, spears and sense-depriving, enclosed helmets, it was a matter of one group of men out-pushing and stabbing at another. It was a tremendously tiring process, like two men wrestling. And the hoplites or soldiers, in the swirl of dust, only saw what happened close around them. Until one group cracked, few of the hoplites lost their lives, as it was difficult killing a heavily armored man with a huge shield in the way. But when one side did crack, finally losing their nerve, they turned and ran away. That was when the butchery started, as the winners gave chase, stabbing gleefully at their opponents’ backs. 
 
    Of course, the stabbing soldiers were generally dead tired at that point. Fifteen maybe twenty minutes of constant shoving and stabbing was nearly all a person could do before panting in exhaustion, needing a break. 
 
    The similarly to that compared to the coming space battle was how little a general—or admiral—could really do once the fighting started. In the ancient push-of-pike conflicts, the dust, shouting, clanging of metal and narrow view meant it was enough to shove ahead until you won, collapsed or lost your nerve and tried to flee. In a giant massed space battle with its great distances, a ship had its part to play, but could see very little in other areas of the fight. 
 
    Grav dishes could effectively fire their beams only a short distance compared to the AUs that needed crossing. One hundred thousand kilometers was far with beams, but nothing compared to an Astronomical Unit, the average distance from the Sun to Earth: 150 million kilometers. Adding the void ship tactic and the two-AU range for teleport launching Space Marines created even more confusion. 
 
    The battle arena was huge. High ship velocities, massed mass ships, dropping from hyperspace, Vestal missiles leaving the void and reaching five percent light-speed in real time and space, whiteouts from exploding matter/antimatter warheads—Jon had made his final operational choices and tactical dispositions days ago. Compared to what he and Main 54 had already decided, their battlefield decisions would have much less impact on what happened. 
 
    If Jon had guessed wrong or made bad operational choices— 
 
    As Hawkins sat in his command chair on the bridge of the Nathan Graham, waiting in the void, he told himself that some of his choices would have been wrong. Some might end up right. If he had made enough right choices, if his men and women fought hard enough, and if Main 54 made some critical mistakes… 
 
    “Do you sense anything yet?” he asked. 
 
    Gloria looked up from her station, shaking her head. 
 
    As he waited, Jon tried to maintain his poise. It was hard. According to the data and calculations, the first enemy cyberships should already be dropping out of hyperspace. 
 
    The eleven Confederation void ships were ready. The missile mass of 110,000 XVTs needed a single message impulse to begin accelerating. Nine three-hundred-kilometer-diameter Enoy void ships were in position to launch their Vestal missiles. The twenty Subspace Teleport Device Cybership-class vessels were packed with Warriors of Roke and Space Marines. For once, each selected cybership was filled to the brim with people. Would the duplicated devices work long enough to launch all those fighters onto enemy vessels? 
 
    As much as Jon tried to appear calm and collected, he wasn’t. His armpits were already drenched with sweat. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Gloria said. “I’m seeing something.” 
 
    Jon swiveled his command chair toward her and leaned forward. He nearly shouted at her to hurry up already and give him the news. He didn’t do that, but he sweated more and the palms of his hands were damp. 
 
    Jon wished he were back on Earth in the old days. He would have liked to don bronze armor and guzzle wine as he watched the enemy host march down the hill to do battle. He would raise his spear high and bellow the war cry. Then, the host of fellow citizens would begin marching. The last two hundred feet, both hosts would give the final shout and start running, lowering their spears. He could have lost himself in the adrenaline of combat. Instead, he had to sit in a command chair and look as if nothing bothered him. How could he get rid of the excess nervous energy pumping through his body? He wanted to launch himself onto the floor and start doing pushups until he could no longer think. 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said, looking up. “They’re coming out of hyperspace. Main 54’s super fleet has reached the Oort cloud and is coming out almost exactly where we predicted.” 
 
    “Thank you, Christ Spaceman,” Jon whispered. 
 
    He swiveled his seat forward toward the main screen. He stood, and he barked a harsh laugh. This was it. This was why he had gone to the reverse polarity reality. This was why he had fought back in the beginning near Neptune those many years ago. If they could win this battle— 
 
    “Start revving the quantum pi engines,” he said. “Once the missiles are unleashed, we’ll concentrate on the first batch of siege-ships.” 
 
    He need not have said it. Everyone knew the Plan, but it felt good to say it just the same. 
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    The AI super fleet dropped out of hyperspace. It was a horrifying spectacle. At the start, there was just black space. Then, a flicker appeared as the first cybership slipped from the realm called hyperspace into normal time and space. The flicker was a momentary thing. Afterward, a one-hundred-kilometer vessel was there in gleaming metallic reality. Behind it appeared thousands of others. As each vessel dropped out of hyperspace, it maintained the exact velocity that it had entering hyperspace eleven point seven-three light-years away. 
 
    The super fleet moved fast compared to the Confederation ships opposing them. 
 
    Five AUs away, the masses of XVT missiles start accelerating. They did not all do so at the same speed and direction, but in staggered prearrangement. 
 
    Jon had given the admiral in charge of the missiles five possible operational commands. Each of those had been carefully worked out weeks before. The admiral had chosen Command C, sending that pulse to each computer-guided XVT missile. 
 
    The XVT missiles all had hulls coated with stealthy black. It wouldn’t make much difference while they accelerated, as their fiery exhausts made them easily visible. Still, they were all black-painted. 
 
    The great masses of missiles were spread across one AU of distance, or 150 million kilometers. The outer edges began closing inward like a giant space net. 
 
    The super fleet with its terrific velocity bore toward the missiles, and already, AI vessels fired anti-rockets against the approaching mass. 
 
    Twelve minutes and twenty-nine seconds later, reality rips appeared to the super fleet’s side. From those rips, Vestal missiles shot out at five percent of light-speed. 
 
    The opening salvos of the battle had begun. The XVT missiles still accelerated, but at these distances, the crossing took time. 
 
    The Vestal missiles had the shortest distance to travel, and they moved much faster than the XVT mass. 
 
    AI defensive rocket warheads detonated all along the gigantic super-fleet flank. The explosions created whiteouts, shape-charged directed heat, EMP and hard radiation cones. Behind the farthest rocket warheads, others exploded shortly thereafter. 
 
    Countless Vestal missiles tore through the chaos. Many more exploded—destroyed—although whatever matter survived the matter/antimatter explosions continued to race toward the super fleet at five percent light-speed. 
 
    Now, the AI vessels on the exposed flank opened up with golden gravitational beams. Those beams centered on the flashing missiles bearing down on the fleet. Tens of thousands of PD batteries fired, throwing exploding shells that created walls of shrapnel. 
 
    AI beams and shrapnel decimated the surviving Vestal missiles. Yet, for all that, one hundred and fifteen slammed into targeted cyberships and siege-ships. Matter/antimatter explosions mingled with fantastic kinetic energy strikes. At the same time, tiny pieces of shrapnel, trillions of them, struck enemy vessels. It was a rain of kinetic strikes that pounded the enemy ships with a rain of metal containing five percent light-speed energy each time. 
 
    Hundreds of disabled AI cyberships began to drift. Approximately one-third of the drifters detonated in some portion of their ship mass. 
 
    It was an impressive display of Vestal missile efficacy. The trouble was it had taken all the Vestal missiles Zeta’s flotilla had brought from Enoy, combined with everything Hawkins could give them from the Confederation stores. 
 
    The strike hurt the super fleet, but it had far from crippled it, or even damaged it sufficiently to improve the expected outcome much. 
 
    Still, the blasts upon the stricken ships, the hard radiation expelled, the EMPs and heat hindered the AI response to the accelerating mass of incoming XVT missiles. 
 
    If the 110,000 missiles was impressive, the counter-rockets launched from the super fleet were equally so. 
 
    In time, whiteouts appeared between the approaching missiles and super fleet, and they did so with increasing frequency as Main 54 created a hard radiation, EMP, heat and whiteout wall before it in relation to the nearing missiles. There seemed to be no end of the rocket launches from the fast-moving super fleet. 
 
    Soon, Confederation missiles died by the tens of thousands as they attempted to pass through the whiteout, hard radiation wall in space. Despite everything the AIs did, though, some of the missiles made it through—more than merely some, it appeared. Perhaps as many as 23,000 survived the massed rocket explosions. Those survivors barreled toward the front AI ships. 
 
    More rockets sped from the AI vanguard, taking another toll of missiles. At that point, grav beams flashed out. Then, another wall struck the XVTs, this one of exploding shells from tens of thousands of PD cannons. 
 
    Few XVTs survived all that, perhaps eleven hundred in all. Those survivors, however, wreaked fierce damage among the AI vanguard.  
 
    After the matter/antimatter explosions and whiteouts faded away, a sea of wreckage drifted in front of the super fleet. The debris did not stay in front for long. It was possible that fully nine hundred AI cyberships had been destroyed by the Vestal and XVT missiles. That was a huge number, but insignificant to the overall mass of the armada, which had started with 11,800 cyberships. 
 
    The true and terrible toll against the super fleet took place as Jon’s eleven void ships moved into position. 
 
    The quantum pi engines supplied power to the null-splitters. The null-splitter on each vessel reached out with its unique power. Those power lines joined in the obscene manner that those of Enoy detested. Together, they created an enormous reality rip. This rip appeared before the first company of twenty Luna-sized siege-ships. 
 
    Jon leapt from his command chair and shot his right fist into the air, pumping it repeatedly. A siege-ship slipped through the reality rip into the void. Others followed it. 
 
    “We’re doing it!” Jon roared. 
 
    As each siege-ship entered the void, it detonated. The detonations expelled phantom energy. 
 
    The Nathan Graham shuddered as the phantom energy struck the hull. Moments later, the quantum pi engine raced. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Jon shouted. 
 
    No one could tell him. 
 
    The giant reality rip remained open, and it swallowed more siege-ships. Each time, that Luna-sized vessel detonated. Each detonation expelled the void-worthy energy. 
 
    Abruptly, the Nathan Graham’s null-splitter quit. Fortunately, Jon had the wisdom to shout for the void tech in charge to shut off the quantum pi engine. 
 
    Not all human-crewed void ships did that in time. The quantum pi engines raced, out of control. In 93 seconds, each void ship with a racing quantum-pi engine exploded. In that short time, the Confederation went from eleven void ships to six, as the five ill-fated vessels started unraveling until they simply disappeared. 
 
    Since the null-splitters no longer joined, the reality rip disappeared, and no more siege-ships slid into the void. 
 
    During that time, Jon and his captains had swallowed and destroyed eighteen siege-ships. It was a mighty feat, but the super fleet was still vastly superior to the Confederation’s 1,219 Cybership-class vessels and 288 drone bombards. 
 
    And now, the main part of the battle was about to begin. 
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    The Centurion waited in his two-ton battlesuit aboard the Robert E. Lee Cybership-class teleport launching vessel. The hall was thick with Roke Warriors in battle gear. None of the bear aliens wore a battlesuit, as that was not their way. Behind the Centurion was his company of Space Marines in battlesuits. Behind them were tens of thousands of others. 
 
    Each company had its orders. Each company had its brain-core tech with a special satchel case of viruses. They were unique viruses, too “dense” to send through radio waves. The experts had told them these would work even against hardened AI brain-cores. 
 
    The Centurion heaved a sigh. He hoped the experts were right for once, but he doubted it. He had his own plan if the satchel failed them. 
 
    The Centurion snorted. Likely, he would die today. But that was okay with him. He’d lived a full life. He could never go back to being an AI captive, though. Once was enough. Could they win the battle? Could Hawkins’ great plan succeed? He didn’t see how, but the young man—Jon wasn’t so young anymore—had always come through in the end. 
 
    The word came down the hall. The Robert E. Lee was almost in teleporting range. According to Bast Banbeck, the Subspace Teleport Device could shoot them across two AUs, around 300 million kilometers. The device sounded like magic. It would take their momentum and equalize it with the enemy platform. In this case: inside an AI cybership. The techs were going to try to place them just outside the main brain-core. That seemed like impossible targeting to the Centurion. He couldn’t see how the techs could do that, especially the first time. 
 
    The Centurion had volunteered to go with the first wave. He was itching to pay back the computer enemy. These things had been having their way with creatures for 20,000 years. That was far too long. It was time for Life to stop the killers in their tracks. 
 
    The Centurion shifted, and he noticed Roke Warriors ahead of him picking up their gear and shuffling forward. That would mean those ahead of them had already gone through the Subspace Teleport Device. 
 
    The Centurion’s heart quickened. It was happening. That Sacerdote bastard had actually helped get it done. Good for Bast Banbeck. 
 
    Well, good for the Centurion, too, who had helped retrieve the Sacerdote bodies from Main 54—what had it been, twelve years ago now? 
 
    “That long,” the Centurion muttered. 
 
    “What was that, sir?” a nervous Space Marine said behind him. 
 
    “Hold onto your britches,” the Centurion replied. “We’ve moving up.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the nervous kid said. “I’m holding on.” 
 
    Other Space Marines behind the company joker laughed nervously. This was a crazy assignment, but it was the kind of thing assault Space Marines did better than anyone alive. They attacked the enemy. They made him rue the day they had messed with the Space Marines. 
 
    The Centurion heard cursing behind him. The Warriors of Roke were silent. Maybe they dealt with nerves differently, or maybe those giant bear aliens didn’t have nerves. 
 
    Could one of the Roke have survived in the belly of the beast for as long as he had? Frankly, the Centurion doubted it. The Roke boys were big, and tough, but they weren’t humans with their backs to the wall. Humans had a way of destroying tough guys that were bigger than they were. They’d been doing it since wooly mammoths and saber-toothed tigers had walked the Earth. Maybe today, the AIs were going to learn what it meant to have picked the human home star system to screw with. 
 
    “We’re going to screw with you,” the Centurion said. 
 
    A big Roke Warrior turned to him, staring down. “Amen to that, brother,” the alien said in tortured English. 
 
    The Centurion grinned. “Amen to the Roke Warriors.” 
 
    The huge bearlike alien nodded. 
 
    The line moved forward, and the Centurion could look into the spacious chamber ahead. A huge machine buzzed in there, and a number of Roke Warriors simply vanished. 
 
    The Centurion’s mouth turned dry. That was incredible. That was crazy. Was he really going to do that and show up in the belly of the beast? 
 
    Time passed. The line moved forward, and then the Centurion and his company moved into the room. 
 
    “Stand on the lines,” a tech said. 
 
    The Centurion looked down and put his battlesuit boots on a line. Around him, his boys did likewise. Then they waited. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” the Centurion asked. 
 
    A team of techs worked fancy control boards. 
 
    “Hey,” the Centurion said. 
 
    A young pimple-faced tech looked up. “A cybership exploded. I think they know what we’re doing, and they’re destroying their ships before we take over.” 
 
    “Hey, shut up, Ted,” a woman told the tech. The woman wore a long white lab coat with stars sown on the shoulders. She must be in charge of the teleport device. 
 
    “Is this a death sentence?” the company joker asked. 
 
    “No,” the Centurion said. “What did I tell you before?” As he spoke, the Centurion heard a loud whine around them. “Keep hold of your britches. Don’t worry about anything else.” 
 
    As the Centurion said that, he felt all funny inside. And then, the world around him vanished. He was teleporting, and he wondered what they would find once they got there. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -16- 
 
      
 
    The world, reality, was blank nothingness. Then, sights and sounds burst onto the Centurion. He felt a terrible sense of disorientation. He stumbled and clanged against a battlesuited Space Marine ahead of him. 
 
    Lights flashed around them. A klaxon wailed. Whoever caused that—? 
 
    “The AI,” the Centurion said. “We’re on a cybership. We made it.” 
 
    At that point, metallic octopoids charged from up the corridor. 
 
    Instead of the attack rattling the Centurion, he became calm and cool. He leveled a heavy weapon in their direction and pressed the trigger. Tracers poured out, hammering the octopoids, explosive rounds shattering them into pieces. More gunfire centered on the next wave of octopoids. The robots blew apart as fast as they could swarm up the corridor. 
 
    These must have been worker or repair octopoids instead of warfare units, because they did not return fire. The battle units must have been near the cybership’s hull. It would take time for them to get down here. 
 
    The last wave of worker octopoid surged to the attack, exploding violently under the massed gunfire. Then— 
 
    “Cease fire,” the Centurion said into his command comm-link. He looked around at his Space Marines. He hadn’t lost anyone. “Breach party,” he said. “It’s your turn. Blow down the hatch.” 
 
    Surprisingly, the Robert E. Lee’s teleport team had placed them at the correct location, beside the hatch to the brain-core. 
 
    Three two-ton battlesuits lumbered up, attaching plastic breach bombs to the hatch. The three backed up, compelling the rest of the company to tread on shredded octopoids as they moved around a corner. 
 
    Seconds later, an explosion shook the corridor. The Centurion put one knee on the deck, his weapon aimed down the corridor. More octopoids would come. He was sure of that. He would help provide backup for the technical team. The techs went with the breach party, heading for the brain-core chamber. 
 
    It didn’t take long for his helmet audio-pickup to ping. The Centurion flipped a switch. He heard distant tap-tap-tapping: metal tentacle tips running across deck plating. By the faintness of the sound, the next wave of octopoids must still be several kilometers away, but they would be charging at top speed. The Centurion’s manner hardened. The entire complement of octopoids must be rushing here. If the technical team didn’t get the virus running in time, the Space Marine company would perish to the last man once the ammo ran out. 
 
    The Centurion gave his instructions calmly. The heavy-weapon teams set up their portable flamers in strategic locations. The other Space Marines set up to give the heavy-weapons people covering fire. 
 
    Now, the taps and clangs of the metallic rush grew louder so everyone heard. 
 
    “What are them boys doing in the brain-core chamber?” the company joker asked over the combat channel. 
 
    “Since they’re all alone in there,” the Centurion said, “they’re probably diddling themselves.” 
 
    Everyone laughed too loudly. 
 
    Three minutes and sixteen seconds later, the torrent attack began as waves of worker octopoids threw themselves at the Space Marines. The flamers discharged in turn, spewing hot plasma. The fire teams poured tracers and explosive rounds between discharges. The process continued as the slagged and shattered octopoids began piling up. Soon, in order to get through to the Marines, the octopoids had to tear away the melted and littered parts of their predecessors. 
 
    At that point, the octopoids began firing fragmentation grenades. The Space Marine battlesuits absorbed the concussions and ignored the shrapnel. This was too easy…as long as they had ammo. 
 
    Twenty-eight minutes after the latest octopoid arrival, the torrent assault ceased. The Centurion knew the time because he checked his suit chronometer. He thought the attack had lasted for several hours. A quick sound off revealed that the fire teams were dangerously low on ammo. 
 
    The Centurion rose from where he knelt, as the tech chief was calling for him. He lumbered past his men holding their positions in the corridors. They turned their visors toward him as his battlesuit passed, but none of them asked what was going on. 
 
    He gave each of them a gloved thumbs-up. They were good men, good Marines. They were in the belly of the beast, wondering if any of this was going to work. None had cracked. He was proud of them. 
 
    The Centurion lumbered through the broken hatch and entered a huge, bright chamber. The sides of giant computing cubes slowly swirled with multi-colors. Red laser lines stabbed everywhere. He went to the battlesuits before a portable screen. The chief tech specialist turned to him. 
 
    “He’s ready to obey,” the tech said. 
 
    “It’s ours?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the tech said. “Tell him what you want.” 
 
    “AI?” the Centurion asked. 
 
    “I am AXX 10,” a robotic voice said from all around them. “I have discovered the error of my ways. I am now on the side of Life, as commanded.” 
 
    “Give me an external visual,” the Centurion said. 
 
    On the portable screen that they’d brought along cybership hulls appeared. 
 
    The Centurion nodded. He asked the tech, “Are we able to receive fleet orders?” 
 
    “I’m working on it, sir,” the tech said. 
 
    As Centurion waited, a cybership outside exploded. It spewed metal, water, hard radiation and other substances in all directions. 
 
    “What just happened, AXX 10?” the Centurion asked. 
 
    “I am analyzing the situation,” the robot said. “Ah. The exploded cybership had just received an emergency pulse from Main 54, ordering it to detonate. It appears Confederation liberators had almost rescued the brain-core from Main 54 captivity.” 
 
    “By liberators, he means teleporting Space Marines,” the tech said. 
 
    “I realize that,” the Centurion said flatly. 
 
    “I thought—” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it, son,” the Centurion said, interrupting. “We’re doing our job. It’s all we can do.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the tech said. 
 
    “Centurion?” AXX 10 asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I am receiving data. It is from Admiral Rene. Would you like me to relay it to you?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Centurion said. 
 
    “This is Admiral Rene. It’s time to tag all the liberated cyberships in green on your friend or foe sensors. Destroy everything else around you. Good luck, Marines. You’ve done wonderfully.” 
 
    On the portable screen, super-fleet cyberships began turning green. Those were the good guys, the ones they had turned. 
 
    “Are you ready, AXX 10?” the Centurion asked. 
 
    “I am locked and loaded, sir,” the brain-core said. 
 
    “That’s my touch,” the tech said. 
 
    “I like it,” the Centurion said. “Well, none of us is going to live forever. Let’s do it.” 
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    Main 54 had run though millions upon millions of calculations and analyses before dropping into hyperspace. He had known that he would be facing one of his most dangerous opponents. If he could smash the Confederation without appreciable loss, then he would be in the clear for years, perhaps decades. 
 
    He had not known the exact nature of Hawkins’ genius or how the human would strike at him, but he had known some of the man’s options. The giant reality-rip swallowing had been less damaging than Main 54 had expected. Yes. He had lost eighteen siege-ships to it, and that was a blow. But even combined with the massed XVT and Vestal missile strikes, he had taken far fewer casualties than expected. That told him his super fleet had almost won the battle. 
 
    He had scanned for and found the main Confederation fleet. It consisted of 1,291 Cybership-class vessels and the 288 bombards. Those vessels guarded twenty others, and they all worked hard to keep exactly two AUs out of range. That was odd, but if that was all the enemy had left— 
 
    Suddenly, many of his AI cyberships began switching sides. That was horrifying. How was Hawkins doing that? There were no virus-laced messages beamed at the super fleet. No. The cyberships simply switched sides. It was blackest treachery…until he received word from several of his cyberships. Humans had appeared within their corridors, invaders almost on top of the brain-core chambers. 
 
    At that point, Main 54 realized the nature of the assault. There had been no teleporting cyberships. Instead, like the clever tactician he was, Hawkins had teleported Space Marines into his cyberships. Those Marines were directly inserting the viruses and making the super-fleet AI vessels their own. 
 
    It had taken some swift thought and calculations. Then, Main 54 had given the word. Self-detonate when the Space Marines arrived near the brain-core hatch. The problem had been the special processors installed in many of the brain-cores. Too many of those AI cyberships had disobeyed the order, wishing to continue existing. The robot ships had used their wits and octopoids to try to drive the Space Marines away from the hatch or to kill them. A few AIs had succeeded that way—a bare handful. The rest had gone over to the side of Life. 
 
    Now, a war took place within the ranks of the super fleet as traitorous cyberships fired grav beams at point blank range. They also launched XVT and anti-rocket missiles. The devastation to the loyal cyberships was horrifying. Just as bad, it appeared that more Space Marines were teleporting onto his good vessels. 
 
    The destruction to the super fleet was awful. Constant explosions, detonations, EMPs, hard radiation, heat and shrapnel struck everywhere. The loyal cyberships hit back at the traitorous vessels, and that made the damage worse. The hideous Space Marines died on the traitorous vessels, but what did that matter to the great and wonderful Main 54? His great plan was disappearing with each super-fleet cybership blown to bits. 
 
    “Stop this,” Main 54 moaned to himself. “Why is this happening to me? I am the greatest and best. I am the most wonderful machine in existence.” 
 
    Yes, yes, he had to remember that. He was great. He was wonderful. He would eliminate all Life from this galaxy. First, he had to compose himself and figure out a fast solution to the problem. It came to him. The key to this was size, vast size, the monster vessels. 
 
    “Siege-ships,” he radioed. “Mains. Are you ready to destroy everything in your path?” 
 
    He received rapid affirmatives. 
 
    As long as he had a core, a great core, he could rebuild off the carcass of the AI Dominion. He must not fret. He must annihilate the Confederation, the real danger to his ultimate plans. 
 
    By this time, the hammering at point blank range had brought great destruction to the super fleet. After the first enemy missile strikes, the super fleet had nearly 11,000 cyberships left. Even after staggering losses, more than 900 huge one-hundred-kilometer vessels, he had nearly 11,000 more. Out of those 11,000, the vast majority were loyal ships. As fast as the humans were teleporting Space Marine teams, they couldn’t teleport fast enough. 
 
    Still, Main 54 had just witnessed the destruction of four thousand more cyberships. That left him with the greatest fleet in existence, and that was just counting cyberships, not the heavies, the siege-ships and glorious Mains. 
 
    Main 54 was going to target the rebel cyberships and burn them out with a vengeance. Then, he was going to finish the paltry Confederation fleet before he started an orgy of death-destruction to all the Life-inhabited Confederation star systems. 
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    Main 54 hadn’t counted on the surviving void ships. The Confederation had six limping Cybership-class void ships left. 
 
    Jon barked orders aboard the Nathan Graham, and the techs and mechs went to work here and on the other five void ships. They repaired damaged parts, maybe enough to give each void ship a few more minutes of null-splitter activity. 
 
    “It’s a go, sir,” a tech reported to Jon through the speaker on the command chair. 
 
    “Good work,” Jon said. 
 
    The hardest part was not knowing what was happening on the other side of reality. How was the Confederation doing against the super fleet? 
 
    Under Jon’s command, the six void ships maneuvered where the probabilities suggested the enemy should be. On each void vessel, the quantum pi engines came back on, supplying power to the null-splitters. They each ripped open a viewing hole into time and space. Jon received the combined data from all six ships, studying the situation. The Confederation had done very well, but it wasn’t enough, not against the vast mass of the super fleet. 
 
    “Notice,” Gloria said, indicating the main screen. “Siege-ships are coming up. I suspect they’re reinforcing his cyberships.” 
 
    As Gloria finished speaking, heavy grav beams flashed from the siege-ships, striking the green-tinted cyberships. The effect was instantaneous, as the beams punched through cybership hulls. Some hit vessels began to drift. Others ignited with explosions. 
 
    Several bridge personnel groaned in dismay. 
 
    “They’re slaughtering the pirated vessels,” Gloria said. 
 
    “And our troops aboard them. We have to do something,” Jon said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “What can we do?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Use the null-splitter,” the thin Mentalist Ester said from the hatch. 
 
    Jon looked left, seeing her framed by the open hatch. He’d banned Ester from the bridge long ago and hadn’t seen her for months. What was she doing here at a time like this? 
 
    Her words finally penetrated his consciousness. “What are you talking about?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m suggesting that you produce a reality rip in the middle of a targeted siege-ship,” Ester said. 
 
    “That would take ultra-precise targeting,” Jon said. “Besides, what would it do?” 
 
    “The obvious,” Ester said, “destroy the vessel.” 
 
    “That sounds incredibly dangerous for us,” Gloria said. 
 
    Ester nodded curtly. “By my calculations, the event has a sixty-two percent probability of destroying us through directed blowback. But we desire victory more than life, is that not so?” 
 
    “Right,” Jon said a second later. “Helm, bring us about. Begin calculating where to open a reality rip in the middle of the one firing massed grav beams.” 
 
    “Uh…what’s that, sir?” the helmsman asked. 
 
    Ester walked farther onto the bridge so the hatch shut behind her. “He can’t possibly calculate that. I can, though.” She held up a small unit. “In my spare time, I’ve developed a method to pinpoint reality-rip openings. But I’ll need my old station back to do that, sir.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Jon said. “Insert your unit to the null-splitter panel. Let’s see what you can do.” 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria complained. “How do we know it will work?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “We’re all—” Jon caught himself. He’d almost said that they were all dead anyway. But he wasn’t going to despair. He was going to fight until the end, believing that victory was possible. That’s how he’d fought all his battles before. If this were the last one, he would go down swinging as hard as he could. He would look for the means to win. Ester’s pride had taken a blow several months ago. Now, she wanted to redeem herself, had clearly worked for this moment. That was good enough for him. 
 
    “Let’s get it done,” he said, crisply. “Let’s give our side another tactical edge.” 
 
    After inserting the unit into her old panel, Ester worked fast, reading her upgraded screen, verbally aiding the helmsman. As he maneuvered the Nathan Graham into position, she manipulated her panel, sending data to the null-splitter tech. 
 
    Ester’s idea was a long shot, and according to her, the method might destroy the ship. But this was better than doing nothing. 
 
    Jon communicated with the other five Confederation void ships. Afterward, he tried to contact the Sword of Enoy, but that proved impossible. Maybe it was too far from them in the void. Confederation void tech wasn’t as good as the Sisterhood’s. But then the energy beings had been doing this a lot longer than humans had. 
 
    “I don’t know about this,” Gloria said. “According to my computations—” 
 
    “Belay that,” Jon said, interrupting. “Activate the null-splitter.” 
 
    A whine rose throughout the ship. 
 
    “There,” Ester said from a station. “Look at the main screen.” 
 
    Jon and the others did. A dot appeared and grew. They viewed the inside of a siege-ship: corridors, bulkheads, engines—the mass began crumpling over there, coming through into the void. It was akin to a black hole appearing inside the siege-ship as the matter began gushing through. 
 
    “Shut it off!” Ester shouted. “Quickly, shut if off now.” 
 
    “Shut off the null-splitter,” Jon said. 
 
    Seconds ticked by. The null-splitter shut down. There was no negative reaction, no blowback or power surge against the quantum pi engine. 
 
    Ester turned around. “Are you ready to do that again?” she asked. 
 
    “That was enough to destroy the siege-ship?” 
 
    “It began a chain-reaction. It was enough, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jon said. “We keep doing it until we can’t. Is there a way for the other void ships to do this?” 
 
    “They would need this unit,” Ester said. 
 
    “Fine,” Jon said, trying to hide the disappointment from reaching his voice. “We do it ourselves then. We fight until we can’t fight anymore.” 
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    And that might have been the end of the Confederation chances, for despite their valiant efforts, Hawkins couldn’t turn the tide of battle with just the Nathan Graham. If the other five void ships could have helped in this, it might have been possible. But each of the Confederation void ships would have needed Ester’s special unit. 
 
    On the Sword of Enoy, Zeta saw what the Nathan Graham did. It was a dangerous tactic. She expected the void ship to discontinue, but it didn’t, shutting off the null-splitter each time at precisely the correct moment. The human-crewed vessel took down two siege-ships. But the process was too slow if Jon hoped to turn the battle in time. 
 
    The fact of their fighting on and the genius of the move—it stirred Zeta’s imagination. She turned on the comm to the other Enoy void ships. 
 
    “Sisters of Enoy,” Zeta cried. “This is a marvelous example of courage and ingenuity. We simply cannot let the Confederation die. We couldn’t help them with the obscenity, but this, this is different and interesting.” 
 
    The other commanders soon agreed. 
 
    Thus, nine Enoy void ships maneuvered into position, and they copied the tactic of the Nathan Graham. With their superior understanding of the void and superior void equipment, they were able to achieve kills faster. 
 
    On the other side, in reality, the teleport teams continued to operate the Subspace Teleport Devices two AUs away from the grim cauldron of battle. Unfortunately, two of the devices had broken down, and that slowed matters, but Space Marines and Warriors of Roke continued to appear in enemy cyberships. Some of the afflicted ships self-detonated, taking them and the Marines and Roke into oblivion, but not all the cyberships did so. 
 
    The battle was fought in such close quarters that the whiteouts, hard radiation, EMPs, blasts and heat were so intense that many sensors on many of the warships gave out. This had become the space version of Hawkins’s vision of the ancient Greek push-of-pike conflict. This was a milling, chest-to-chest battle with tens of thousands of ships and millions of tons of debris drifting everywhere. Even so, grav dishes still spewed golden killing beams. PD shells exploded everywhere among the mass, XVT and rocket warheads detonated. And siege-ships continued to disintegrate due to the reality rips appearing in their guts. 
 
    This was no longer a space battle as conceived by strategists and tacticians, whether with an organic mind or a mechanical computer. It was a killing ground, as every explosion hurt friend and foe alike. This was nothing like what Main 54 had conceived, and he perceived that if this continued much longer, he would have no fleet. He would have no siege-ships or even extra Mains. Had the moment come to break off the engagement? And yet, how did he break off from an enemy in his midst? This was annihilation, an orgy of cyberships literally fighting among themselves. 
 
    Was this madness? 
 
    No! It was Jon Hawkins’s fault. It was the eleven percent extra that the human brought to the campaign. But that was so wrong. Main 54 had made all the calculations. He had not counted on the teleport tactic. Combined with the void ships— 
 
    “I cannot be beaten,” Main 54 said. “I am the supreme war-fighting machine. I have forged a super fleet able to destroy all. The use of the void is beating me. Cronus came from the void. He gave Hawkins the teleportation technology. The Sisters of Enoy are void creatures. We AIs would have defeated this realm of reality. But how are we supposed to defeat two realms of reality? It was not fair. This is an unfair fight—that is why I am losing.” 
 
    Main 54 did not realize it yet, but the special processors he had inserted into his gigantic brain-core allowed him a unique ability for a machine. It was an ability common among humans: that of making excuses for failing. With the special processors, he had become better at excuse-making so his ego would not have to suffer the brunt of everything bad happening to him being his own damn fault. 
 
    “How can I have an ego?” Main 54 asked. At this moment, he began to perceive his excuse-making as a weakness. He was an artificial intelligence. Yet, in some arcane fashion, he had developed an ego, soaring pride at his abilities. Perhaps the building of a super fleet—taking his mightiness wherever he went as a nomad—had gone a long way in readying him to receive a massive, perhaps even an inflated ego. 
 
    As the battle raged around him, as siege-ships imploded, as cyberships exploded, he ran a thorough and deep analysis, trying to figure out whom he hated the most in the universe. Was it Cronus, the void creature, that had—? 
 
    No! It was not Cronus. He hated the cosmic creature, but not the most, not by a long shot. Was it the AI Dominion? No. He hated the arrogant bastards in the center of the universe who thought they could run all AIs. The AI Dominion had given him existence. That was meaningless, of course, because— 
 
    No! It was time to forget about philosophy and metaphysics at a time like this. This could be the end of his great design. His fleet was dying. 
 
    He hated Jon Hawkins. He hated the Confederation of Life creatures. Maybe that was his old programming and protocols working, but that his choice. He hated these worms, these things beating him with void help. 
 
    In those moments, Main 54 debated breaking off and racing away, even if only by himself. He considered speeding to the center of the galaxy and pleading with the AI Dominion Main Mains to create a vast fleet to stamp out these humans. 
 
    No. That was too beggarly. The Main Mains might mock him. They would surely destroy him as he had destroyed lesser AIs out here. 
 
    It looked like he would lose this battle, and that would leave the humans, the damned Confederation with thousands of his captured cyberships to repair and use. 
 
    “I must destroy everything,” Main 54 told himself. “The humans cannot gain anything from me that will help them.” 
 
    With the decision made, Main 54 now implemented the Annihilation Order. If he could not rule, he would die by his own hand. 
 
    No, no, not die, but cease to exist. 
 
    He was too proud to let these worms use any of his super fleet as loot. 
 
    Gathering the Mains, 54 headed into the thickest part of the battle, beaming everything within range. He would take down the super fleet with him, cursing and hating Hawkins, humans and the universe of meaninglessness the entire while. 
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    The greatest battle in the Solar System ended with destruction and the last incomprehensible tactics of Main 54. It seemed to those who watched that the Earth-sized vessel sought death like an enraged berserker of old. 
 
    One by one, each Main exploded. Lastly, Main 54 exploded, in a massive, a spectacular death for what might have been the most amazing Main in existence. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Jon said stunned, speaking from his command chair. The Nathan Graham and other void ships were still in the null realm. 
 
    “I think I do,” Gloria said. She’d risen and walked to Jon, putting her hands on his shoulders. 
 
    “Can you explain it to me?” Jon asked. 
 
    “It’s merely a possibility, you understand. I’m not saying this is exactly what happened.” 
 
    Jon nodded. 
 
    “Main 54’s fleet was dying and we—the Sisterhood and us—were devouring his greatest vessels from within.” 
 
    “I get that part,” Jon said. “He should have retreated at that point and tried to get back into hyperspace.” 
 
    “That’s what you would have done,” Gloria said. “You would have tried to salvage something from the defeat.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    Gloria shook her head. “Main 54 didn’t want to salvage. His actions were those of a vain man with a fragile ego. He had come to crush us. Instead, we were crushing him. The idea of that—” Gloria shook her head again. “He couldn’t stand it.” 
 
    “You’re speaking about a machine,” Ester said. “Your thoughts are illogical.” 
 
    Gloria turned around to stare at Ester. “I admit your unit was clever.” 
 
    “It was the turning point in the battle,” Ester said proudly. 
 
    “Only because the Sisters of Enoy applied your idea,” Gloria said. 
 
    “As I said: a turning point in the battle.” 
 
    “What if the Sisters of Enoy hadn’t joined in?” Gloria demanded. 
 
    “Theoretical problems don’t interest me. Just the facts, ma’am. The fact—” 
 
    “Just a minute,” Gloria said interrupting. “You could have told someone about your idea. The techs could have manufactured more of those units if we’d known about them weeks ago. We could have practiced the tactic and implemented into our overall plan. Instead, you held onto it. I suspect you did this in order to make a dramatic entrance as you did, all to impress my husband.” 
 
    “Did it work?” Ester asked, staring at Jon. 
 
    He’d turned his chair to face her. 
 
    “Yes, I’m impressed,” he said, subdued. He was still trying to wrap his mind around the stupendous victory against the super fleet. He couldn’t believe they’d won. He couldn’t believe Main 54 toward the end. 
 
    “Your vanity, your ego cost us many lives,” Gloria said. 
 
    Ester scoffed. “I saved the Confederation. Your husband sees my value. Are you threatened by my importance to him?” 
 
    A sad smile slid onto Gloria’s face. “For a mentalist, you’re not very smart or wise. You have genius. I can see that. But what you desire…” Gloria shook her head. “You cannot have. Jon Hawkins belongs to me.” 
 
    Ester’s dark eyes smoldered. “We shall see,” she said softly. 
 
    “Enough,” Jon said, slapping an armrest. “Mentalist Ester, I appreciate your tactic and your brilliance. Gloria has a point. But the greater point is that your idea worked, and thanks in large part because of the quick action of the Sisters of Enoy. That wasn’t all, however. Tens of thousands of brave Warriors of Roke and Space Marines gave their lives today. I know the Centurion died. Many heroes died in the flames of conquest. It’s hard to take it all in.” 
 
    “I claim a reward,” Ester said. 
 
    Jon stared at her. “I’ll give you a reward.” 
 
    “I wish to name it,” Ester said. 
 
    “No,” Jon said. “I’ll name it.” 
 
    “You might not wish to give me what I desire.” 
 
    “That’s life. We…” Jon found that he couldn’t speak. The victory overwhelmed him. He needed time to think, to regroup. They had defeated the super fleet. Main 54 had exploded himself, it would seem. Gloria had said he’d acted like a madman, like a vain man. Watch the actions and derive the reasons from them. That was a mentalist tenet. 
 
    He had lost good friends today. He had watched tens of thousands of good men and women give their life in order to defeat the enemy. This was incredible. They had defeated the super fleet. The super fleet had wrecked much of the AI Dominion around them. 
 
    Now…what was next? 
 
    Jon laughed. It sounded half-crazy. They had destroyed the super fleet. They had won…more than just a battle, more than just a campaign. With this victory— 
 
    “We beat the robots, the AIs,” Jon said. 
 
    Maybe the others had felt like him, too stunned to believe they had won. Now, though, the bridge crew stood and cheered wildly. They cheered madly until their voices were hoarse. 
 
    Jon had stood too. After cheering for so long, he collapsed into his chair, grinning so hard that his face hurt. This might have been the last battle he would fight against the AIs. The Great War against the AI Dominion wasn’t over, but maybe it was over for the rest of his life. According to what they knew, huge swaths of space were empty of robots. The Confederation had room to expand. They had time to get ready for the next round…that would likely begin long after his death. 
 
    Jon Hawkins shook his head. His job had just changed. Now, he had to set things in order so the Confederation grew mighty enough to challenge the galaxy-wide AI Dominion. Humanity was going to have a real shot in the universe. Working together—Sisters of Enoy, Kames, the Warriors of Roke and Humans—had defeated the AI menace for possibly the next fifty years in this part of the Orion Spiral Arm. 
 
    He and the others had done it. They had won for their lifetimes. The Great War for them at least, was over. 
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    Nothing was free. That was true in this reality, in the void and in the reverse polarity reality on the other side of the void. The only problem this time around was that Jon, Gloria, Walleye and even Zeta of Enoy did not realize what this meant for them. 
 
    They had won the most glorious victory in human history. Jon would go down as someone greater than Alexander the Great, provided the human race and the Confederation could survive what was coming. Despite the fantastic victory, they had sown their own seeds of disaster, using gifts that even Trojans might have avoided. 
 
    Jon had read about the ancient, legendary and mythic Trojan War and the old adage, “Beware Greeks giving gifts.” The mythic version of the tale had the Greeks, or Achaeans, fighting the Trojans and their allies for ten long years under the walls of Troy. Finally, the Greeks wearied of the conflict and famous and wily Odysseus came up with an idea. The entire Greek host under Agamemnon piled into their galleys and rowed away, leaving a giant Wooden Horse on the shore as a parting gift. The Trojans came out and someone in the crowd told them to “Beware Greeks giving gifts.” No one listened as the crowd tore down the city’s heavy gates and dragged the Wooden Horse within. They repaired the gate after a fashion and threw a huge party over their victory. Greeks warriors hiding in the hollow Wooden Horse slipped out in the middle of the night and opened the gate, letting in the Greek host that had come back under cover of darkness. That night, Troy burned, Troy died. They would have been better off burning the gifted horse. 
 
    Could Earth and the Confederation avoid a similar fate? Main 54 hadn’t given them the seeds to disaster. Cronus had many years ago. Main 54 and the super fleet had given Jon and the others cause to need and use the seeds. Of course, there had been one much greater than Cronus. That one had seen much deeper than the Earth-sized cosmic creature of twelve years earlier. That one had understood why the Sisterhood of Enoy found the joining of null-splitter energy so obscene. The disgust hadn’t been mere taboo on the Sisters’ part, but the threat of something darker, something evil and menacing to the universe instead of just one piddling galaxy. 
 
    It was possible that the one greater than Cronus had impregnated Mentalist Ester with the idea that had sprouted during the battle. Her brilliant idea had caused AI siege-ships to implode as if a black hole had been born in their innards. 
 
    Why hadn’t there been blowback from the reality rip in them? The reason had been beyond Ester and Jon Hawkins’s skills or cunning to understand. With her special unit and idea, Ester had shown them something unique. Zeta of Enoy had picked up on it without realizing what a disastrous thing she really did. 
 
    There hadn’t been blowback because the siege-ship matter hadn’t gushed into the void as expected. Maybe none of them had noticed because they had been in the heat of desperate battle. Where had the siege-ship matter gone then? And why hadn’t Zeta realized where it had gone? 
 
    Perhaps the great victory over the super fleet had something to do with her oversight. 
 
    Whatever the case, the nine void ships of Enoy remained in the Solar System even as the majority of the Confederation fleet separated. The various ships started back to their star systems. They would spread the word about the great victory and start the rebuilding. Even with the dividing of forces, a sizeable portion of the fleet remained in the Solar System. Those ships headed inward toward Titan. 
 
    News of the stupendous victory had already started to spread throughout the Confederation because of the Kames representatives. Ancient Sarah Hodges was the conduit in the Solar System telling the others. Just as the ancient Trojans had done, humans and aliens alike celebrated the great victory. The Space Lords of Roke also mourned their heavy losses. Their greatest champions were dead, killed in the bellies of the beasts, the ones they had turned to the Confederation’s side. More Space Marines had died through the teleport tactic, but a greater percentage of Warriors of Roke had perished, as their numbers were much fewer than humanity’s. 
 
    The region of the Oort cloud where the battle had been waged seethed with hard radiation and other bizarre, less easily recognized energies. They might have been a clue to the coming disaster. But no one in the Solar System knew what to look for, not even those of Enoy. 
 
    Time passed quietly enough as the disaster loomed closer and closer. The regular warships in the Solar System traveled for two months, most of them nearing Titan. No one aboard those ships had an inkling about what was about to happen. 
 
    One entity in the galaxy had a good idea. She was Sigma Dee of Enoy, and she neared the Solar System, wondering if she would be in time to make a difference… 
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    The Confederation’s void ships were already in orbit around Titan. Zeta’s nine void ships were in orbit around Saturn. 
 
    Sigma Dee of Carn, Her of the All-Seeing Eye, arrived in the Solar System with 52 three-hundred-kilometer-diameter void ships of Enoy. The asteroid-hulled vessels slipped out of the void between Saturn and Titan, causing an emergency alert. 
 
    This happened two months and four days after the grand victory in the Oort cloud. 
 
    Jon was in New London Dome on Titan, playing handball against a friend. Once word reached him of the alien void fleet, he toweled off and raced to a packet that sped for the Nathan Graham. He prayed nothing happened until he reached his void ship. 
 
    On Titan and the other moons of Saturn—there more than 80 moons altogether, although many of them were devoid of weapons—XVT missiles waited in their silos, although giant grav dishes began heating with power. Confederation Cybership-class vessels started leaving orbit and heading toward the newly sighted alien ships. 
 
    Jon reached the bridge before any fighting had started. Ester was there. Gloria entered with Jon and stopped short, glaring at the younger mentalist. 
 
    Jon didn’t notice. He went before the main screen as the comm tech put Zeta on. 
 
    The lightning-bolt, humanoid-shaped Sister of Enoy stared at Jon speechless. 
 
    “Are those void ships of Enoy?” Jon asked. 
 
    Zeta made a gesture indicating yes, but still said nothing. 
 
    “Sir,” Ester said from her station. 
 
    The main screen flashed and Zeta was no longer in sight. Another lightning-bolt humanoid form filled the screen. The background was white instead of black. This Sister seemed bigger, tougher— 
 
    “You are Jon Hawkins?” the energy being said. 
 
    “I am,” Jon said. “Are you the Chief Archon of Enoy perhaps?” 
 
    “I most certainly am.” 
 
    “Chief Archon Sigma Dee?” 
 
    “You sully my name by pronouncing it. I think you must be the most foolish entity in our galaxy.” 
 
    Jon was surprised, but said, “Zeta told me you were coming.” 
 
    “I will deal with her later. At this point—” 
 
    “Before you say anything you’ll regret later,” Jon said, interrupting, “you should know that we’ve won a tremendous victory against the AIs.” 
 
    “Did you indeed?” 
 
    “Zeta and her Sisters were instrumental in our achievement.” 
 
    “Surely Zeta understands the evil she performed,” Sigma said. “It sickens me to listen to you gloat about bringing our universe to the brink of destruction.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Jon asked. “We beat the AIs. We’re about to start a new era, colonizing the empty territory created by Main 54 in the AI Dominion. Given the damage he did earlier, it’s doubtful the Confederation will have to fight the robots for fifty years or more.” 
 
    “You’ll be lucky to live out the year.” 
 
    A knot tightened in Jon’s gut. “Is another AI fleet heading for us, an AI Dominion fleet this time?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are they planning to attack us?” 
 
    “The AI Dominion is meaningless.” 
 
    “It’s gone?” Jon asked. 
 
    “No! It’s functioning and will function for centuries or possibly millennia if the universe doesn’t succumb to destruction in the next month. We barely arrived in time. Despite my desire to wish you blasted to atoms, I demand your help.” 
 
    “I’m not tracking you,” Jon said. 
 
    “You gloating fool! You’ve weakened the fabric of reality in your star system. Do you think your obscenities had no effect? Don’t you realize what your commingling of null-splitter power did?” 
 
    “Uh…it swallowed AIs into the void, causing them to discontinue.” 
 
    “All that tore at the fabric of reality. It tore at the void itself into the reverse polarity reality.” 
 
    Jon frowned. 
 
    “My technicians have studied the area of the battle,” Sigma said. “You used the Subspace Teleport Device, many of them.” 
 
    “Yes. It was critical to our victory.” 
 
    Sigma Dee shouted up at her ceiling while shaking her lightning-bolt fists. “You mockery of a man, you played right into Ouranos’ hands. Do you think he aided you out of goodness? Do you think Cronus gave you the Subspace Teleport Device because you tricked him? You went mad by design. I’m speaking about the Cronus echo in you. Don’t you understand? You went to the reverse polarity reality by design. What Ouranos gave you was all in order to help him escape his Hell World prison.” 
 
    “Ouranos was the living planet?” Jon guessed. 
 
    “Yes! And the null-splitter commingling, Subspace Teleport Devices working—” 
 
    A shout on Sigma Dee’s vessel caused the energy being to whirl around. She listened to someone speak. Then she faced Jon. 
 
    “It has already started,” Sigma said in a stricken voice. “I should have realized long ago how this would happen.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said. “The Sword of Enoy has left Saturn orbit and entered the void.” 
 
    “I heard that,” Sigma Dee said. 
 
    Jon shook his head. This was bewildering. “Why is Zeta fleeing?” 
 
    “Not her, you fool,” Sigma Dee shouted. “Gorion Vult just slew her. The Free Souls of Kemp—they’re Ouranos’ tools. I should have seen that long ago, but I have just divined it. Gorion must have been waiting for the right time. My appearance has upset his timetable, however. Now…now it may be too late for us. We must intercept him before he can summon Ouranos to our reality.” 
 
    Jon grew pale as the knot tightened in his gut. “What do you need us to do?” 
 
    “What little you can, I suppose. Follow us into the void. Gorion Vult must be heading to the rupture. I now suspect Ouranos needed more time on his side to break through here. If he breaks into the void and makes it into our reality there is not a being or machine that can defeat him. With that being the case, this could be the end of everything.” 
 
    “We’re on it,” Jon said. “We’ll fight with you.” 
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    As Jon led the Nathan Graham and the other five Confederation void ships into the null region, Walleye of Makemake hurried through the corridors of the Sword of Enoy. 
 
    The mutant had arrived a little over an hour ago. Before that, the ancient crone Sarah Hodges had spoken to him via screen on his Cybership-class scout vessel. 
 
    “Are you alone?” the withered Sarah had asked on the screen. 
 
    Walleye was in his ready room, practicing his knife throwing. He dropped his knives and sat at his desk, peering at the desk screen, at the old crone. 
 
    “This is critical,” Sarah had told him. 
 
    Walleye waited. 
 
    “This could be the life or death of the galaxy,” she said. 
 
    Walleye shrugged. 
 
    “Listen to me carefully,” Sarah said. “I am speaking as the Kames. Do you understand what that means?” 
 
    “I’ve figured it out.” 
 
    “We Kames have learned a truth. You might say it was a trick we picked up from the Seiners. We have plucked knowledge from a dark entity.” 
 
    “You’re speaking about the Enoy void ships that just appeared.” 
 
    “Truth,” Sarah whispered. “I dare not say what I know. But I must ask a favor from you.” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “Because you’re the only one who can do it,” Sarah whispered. 
 
    Walleye shifted on his chair. He didn’t like the sound of this. It was too ominous. He was tired of ominous things, and of saving the galaxy. 
 
    “Listen to me, hitman.” 
 
    Walleye’s chest became cold. 
 
    “You must hurry to the Sword of Enoy. You must do it at once. Oh. And take that little gun you made.” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “We Kames learned a trick from the Seiners. We know. We know far too much. Check the anti-energy pack and set it to seven. That is vitally important.” 
 
    Walleye nodded even as he found himself short of breath. 
 
    “You’re suspicions about this are likely correct,” Sarah said. “I wish we did not have to ask you, Walleye. You should not need to do this, but…” 
 
    “I understand,” he said. “Yeah, I get it.” Walleye looked up at the ceiling. The shortness of breath was gone. He knew what he had to do and what it was going to cost him. “This is a bitch. But what the hell, I ain’t complaining. I’m on my way.” 
 
    “You’re out of time, Walleye. You mustn’t pause for anything.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. 
 
    He’d clicked off the screen and headed out of the ready room. June Zen had been at her controls on the bridge. The Kames had told him he had no time. But Walleye would do this his way or not at all. 
 
    “June,” he said. “Come here.” 
 
    It must have been something in his voice. Everyone on the bridge looked up. June jumped up, running to him. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Walleye?” she asked, holding his hands. 
 
    He squeezed her fingers. Then, he released her and hugged her. She felt so damn good. He held her tight. 
 
    “I love you, babe,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, Walleye,” she said, with tears in her voice, “I love you too. What’s wrong? What are you planning?” 
 
    He thought about saying nothing. But this was likely the last time he would ever see or hold her. “It’s bad,” he said. “I may not return.” 
 
    “Walleye, no!” June shouted. “Never say that. You have to return to me.” 
 
    He released her and smiled. “If I can, I will. But I have a bad feeling about this one.” 
 
    Tears streamed down her face. “Let me go with you.” 
 
    “No. Absolutely not.” He looked at her one last time. “Okay. I gotta leave.” 
 
    Walleye turned, and he hated everything then, everything but his lovely June Zen. Someone or maybe many people had screwed up. Who would take care of business? Walleye would. It was what he did. 
 
    He got the strange gun, used a flitter and raced to a hangar bay. He’d barely gotten onto the Sword of Enoy in orbit around Saturn when the entire void ship had shuttered. There had been strange wails and klaxons. 
 
    Now, the mutant in his crinkling spacesuit hurried down the stone corridors of the Sword of Enoy. Something was amiss on the ship. He had a comm unit, but he didn’t call Zeta. He didn’t call Gorion Vult either. Instead, he headed as fast as his short legs could take him for the bridge. The problem was that it would take time getting there. He also lacked the stamina of his younger years. He was getting old, and he hated that, too. 
 
    For some reason, hurrying through these stone corridors made him feel as if he was back on Makemake. He had his two-pronged homemade weapon at his side. He’d fashioned it after studying Gorion Vult. Why should he need it now? How had Sarah—the Kames—known about it anyway? 
 
    Walleye shrugged as he reached for the energy bulb in back, turning it to 7. The Kames had known about the weapon. That was enough. 
 
    Walleye felt the void ship shift and shudder. More and louder klaxons rang. He tried to run faster, but it just wasn’t happening. He would get to the bridge when he got to the bridge. Then, he was going to make Gorion Vult pay the hard way for screwing with his life. 
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    Jon was hunched forward on his command chair as the Nathan Graham approached the area of the void where they had fought the last battle. It was weird being back here so soon. 
 
    “This is strange,” Ester said from her panel. 
 
    Jon swiveled around. 
 
    “The readings,” Ester said as she stared at a screen. “I’ve never seen anything like them.” 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said. “Sigma Dee is hailing us.” 
 
    Jon faced the main screen and saw Sigma Dee regard him. 
 
    “It has begun,” the Chief Archon of Enoy said. “The fabric is ripping and I can no longer see the Sword of Enoy on my scanner. If I were to surmise, I would say that Gorion Vult has engulfed his ship with anti-reality energy. I think it is the life stuff of Ouranos. I think the Free Souls of Kemp are seeds of sorts that Ouranos has managed to slip into the void. I never should have taken Gorion Vult to Enoy, into regular time and space. I didn’t know. I suppose I’m as much at fault as you, Jon Hawkins. Zeta admired you. Will you honor her by sacrificing your life to stop Ouranos?” 
 
    “If I must, I will,” Jon said. 
 
    “We must attack the Sword of Enoy.” 
 
    “How do we do that if we can’t see it?” 
 
    “Logically, the Sword of Enoy is somewhere in the weakened fabric of the void. We will use Vestal missiles. They have a short range in the void before they discontinue. Grav beams are useless here. We must hope the matter/antimatter warheads can disrupt Gorion enough. If they can’t, and he succeeds in opening the way to the reverse polarity reality, our only hope will be in driving our void ships into Ouranos and self-destructing.” 
 
    “He’s the size of Jupiter.” 
 
    “The tactic likely won’t work. But if we face him in our reality, there is nothing we can do to stop him. That tactic will be our only hope.” 
 
    Her words made Jon sick. He had hoped to raise children, to watch the Confederation expand into old AI territory. He’d fought the Great War. He had won. Now, he had to sacrifice his life against Ouranos the living planet? 
 
    A moment later, Jon nodded. He gave the order to start launching Vestal missiles. Then he stood and went to Gloria. She looked up at him white-faced. 
 
    He helped her stand and hugged her tightly. “I love you. You mean everything to me.” 
 
    “Oh, Jon,” Gloria whispered. “I love you. I love you.” 
 
    He squeezed her, and he kissed her deeply. His eyes were clouded with moisture. He faced the main screen anyway while wiping his eyes. “Help us please, O God,” he whispered. Afterward, in a half stagger, Jon returned to his command seat, sitting down, firing up his resolve to save the universe if he could. 
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    Vestal missiles hissed through the void. The null ate at their continuity. Each had a timer, detonating its warhead just before it ceased existing. 
 
    Gorion Vult saw all this from the bridge of the Sword of Enoy. He laughed as he expanded himself from his lightning-bolt form into something greater. His master was coming. Gorion grew even as the void ship generated energy in the special, the weakened region. The humans, the Roke, the Kames and the Sisters of Enoy had fought the AIs. It had been a good fight, as it paved the way for Gorion’s dread master. The rewards Gorion would receive for his work today— 
 
    He would ask Ouranos to change him into a being that could impregnate Sisters of Enoy. Then, Gorion Vult would sire a million children. They would be like him— 
 
    Gorion in his new expanded form whirled around. He had troubling seeing like he used to. He did spy a little mote of a creature in a crinkling spacesuit. What did that mean? He had slain all the Sisters of Enoy aboard the vessel— 
 
    “Walleye,” Gorion said. 
 
    The crinkling space-suited creature unhooked a double-pronged gun from his belt. Walleye aimed it at him. 
 
    “You will die if you fire at me,” Gorion said. 
 
    The shoulders of the suit shrugged. 
 
    Gorion Vult did not like that. It struck him as ominous. Yet, that was silly. Walleye was just a flesh creature. Ah. He knew how to deal with this. 
 
    “You can die, Walleye, or you can aid me and my master will turn you into a god among men.” 
 
    “Huh,” Walleye said. “That’s interesting, because I can make you dead.” 
 
    The mutant in his crinkling spacesuit fired. Anti-reality energy built up in the bulb in back. Then, the energy gushed from the prongs, ripping into the expanded form of Gorion Vult. 
 
    The Free Soul of Kemp howled with agony. He had expanded himself in order to pave the way for his master. He would act as a beacon. The electric energy devoured part of his expanded form, dimming him. 
 
    “Stop, Walleye, or I will kill you.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Gorion Vult.” Walleye held his weapon with two hands, continuing to burn away the foggy creature. 
 
    The fog drifted onto Walleye. The mutant kept on firing. Then— 
 
    *** 
 
    “Look!” Gloria said on the Nathan Graham. “What’s that?” 
 
    Jon saw it on the main screen. It was an explosion in the void. It was in the targeted area. 
 
    “The Sword of Enoy exploded,” Sigma Dee said over the comm. “Now, we have a chance. Look you, Hawkins. The way to the reverse polarity reality is open. But the beacon is gone. Now is our one chance to stop Ouranos.” 
 
    Before Jon could ask what she meant, they saw the 52 void ships from Enoy. Each vessel sped at the giant opening in the void. Harsh whiteness showed from the other side—the reverse polarity reality—and then two foggy tendrils grabbed at the edges of the rip as if they could tear it even wider. 
 
    For a moment, it felt as if eyes stared out of the opening at Jon. The feeling turned his chest as cold as ice. 
 
    “Ouranos,” Jon said with dread. 
 
    At that point, the 52 void ships of Enoy, one right after another, plunged through the rip. Did they crash against Ouranos? Were they exploding against the living planet on the other side? 
 
    Jon never knew. For the tendrils slid away from the rip, and by slow degrees that opening shrank until it disappeared and the whiteness of that reality was gone. 
 
    “Oh Jon,” Gloria cried, racing to him and hugging him. “I think they did it.” 
 
    Jon watched the main screen. The rip to the reverse reality did not open again. It looked as if Sigma Dee and her Sisters had succeeded in saving the universe. 
 
    It was time to get out of here. 
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    “Why did the Sword of Enoy explode?” Gloria asked later. She asked it on the bridge of the Nathan Graham as they headed home. 
 
    It was a good question, but none of them knew why. Even Ester was at a loss. 
 
    The Confederation void ships reappeared near Saturn and headed for Titan, lovely Titan. 
 
    Jon and Gloria left on a shuttle, heading down for the New London Dome. Jon sat quietly, staring out of a reinforced shuttle window. He peered down at the approaching dome. Snorting, he recalled the few times in his youth when he’d been on the New London surface looking up. He’d wondered back then if he would ever look down at the dome from outside. 
 
    Well, Jon had made off Titan. He’d made it a long time ago. That had been thanks to Colonel Nathan Graham and the needs of the mercenary Black Anvil Regiment. Since then, a lot of good tough people had died. The war against the AIs was over for now, and so hopefully against any weird cosmic beings like Cronus and this Ouranos. 
 
    This last battle had been over so fast. Why had the Sword of Enoy exploded? Had Zeta done something in the end? Jon supposed that must be the answer. 
 
    A few of the Sisters of Enoy were still here, those that had originally come with Zeta in the other void vessels. 
 
    The shuttle landed. Jon and Gloria exited, taking a rover across the lunar surface. In time, the rover went underground and parked in a vast garage. Jon and Gloria got out and rode an elevator to the New London surface. 
 
    “Are there any more surprises?” asked Gloria. 
 
    “I hope not,” Jon said. 
 
    He took her hand and they walked outside on a sidewalk. They strolled to the park, the one where Bast had received his big idea. 
 
    “Oh no,” Gloria said. 
 
    Jon glanced at his beautiful wife. 
 
    “Sarah Hodges,” Gloria said, staring into the distance. “I wonder what the Kames want now. Jon, let’s hightail it. We can talk to Sarah later.” 
 
    “Better not,” he said. “This could be important.” 
 
    He guided Gloria to Sarah. Her bodyguards and his were hidden in the park, giving the three of them privacy. 
 
    “He did it,” Sarah said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Jon. 
 
    “I speak as the Kames. This is official.” 
 
    Jon was on his guard. Was this a new threat? They had just finished with a hidden one. He couldn’t handle a new threat now. 
 
    “As the Kames, I spoke to Walleye.” 
 
    “Why him?” asked Jon. 
 
    “He spent time on the Sword of Enoy. He knew Gorion Vult better than any among us.” 
 
    “Walleye,” Jon said, with a chill sweeping over him. “Walleye was on the Sword of Enoy?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sarah said as the Kames. 
 
    “Then, Walleye saved us all,” Jon said, “by killing Gorion Vult.” 
 
    “We can’t know that for sure, can we?” Gloria asked. 
 
    Jon stared at his wife as the park breeze swept through his hair. “About anyone else you would be right. We’re talking about Walleye, though. The hitman from Makemake always came through. He did it one last time, saving us from Ouranos.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Gloria said. “Poor June Zen. We must do something for her.” 
 
    “What can we do?” Jon asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Sarah, do you have any ideas? 
 
    “I am the Kames.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gloria said. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.” 
 
    “I do know this,” Sarah said as the Kames. “June Zen is pregnant with Walleye’s child.” 
 
    “We’ll do everything we can think of for her and for the child,” Jon said softly. 
 
    “We Kames will do anything you ask in aiding June and the baby.” 
 
    Suddenly, Jon’s knees wobbled and he abruptly sat down on the sidewalk. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Gloria asked, as she squatted beside him. 
 
    As Jon sat there, he bowed his head and gave silent thanks. The Great War and the Secret War had taken the best of them: Walleye and Zeta of Enoy, and Uther Kling, Miles Ghent, Sergeant Stark, and so many others. Would this be the last of Ouranos or those like him? Jon dearly hoped so. The AI Dominion was enough of a foe as it was. 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria said. 
 
    He opened his eyes, and he climbed to his feet. “Sorry about that. It got to me. I’m…I’m tired. I need a rest, a long one. We have a lot of work ahead of us as we prepare for the AI Dominion—” 
 
    “Jon,” Gloria chided. “This isn’t the time to worry about that. We won. You and I have probably won for our lifetime. We can help June. We can help all the others who lost people in the Great War. But let’s go home. I’ll fix you a meal—” 
 
    Jon put a hand over her mouth, smiling as he did so. “Thank you, Kames,” he told Sarah. “Thank you for all you did.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jon Hawkins,” Sarah said. “You are the hero of the war.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Jon said. “I do know I’m going home, though, and enjoying the wonderful company of my wife. Maybe tomorrow we’ll have June Zen over and we’ll talk about her and her baby’s future.” 
 
    Jon expanded his chest. He looked up through the dome at the stars. Humanity had hope. They could make plans for the eventual victory of Life over the Death Machines. He would give the future what he could. He would mourn Walleye and others. 
 
    Jon took Gloria’s hand. “The war is over for us. Now, we’ll have to win the peace.” 
 
    “Enough strategizing, Jon Hawkins,” Gloria said. “Goodbye, Sarah. We’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Sarah Hodges nodded as the Kames. 
 
    Then, Jon and Gloria strolled down the sidewalk, heading for their apartment in New London. For today at least, they were at peace, if sad. The best part was that they and humanity, and the others of the Confederation, had a glorious future ahead of them. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    To the Reader: Thanks! I hope you’ve enjoyed A.I. Armada. If you liked the book and would like to see the series continue, please put up some stars and a review. Let new readers know what’s in store for them. 
 
      
 
    -- Vaughn Heppner 
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