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            Strange Friends

          

        

      

    

    
      “OUEEOAEEOUEE-!”

      The scream of the dying Speaker of the Q’Lot had turned into the scream of distressed metal, somehow vibrating through the grillwork of the corridor floor on which Cassandra Milan, House Archival Agent, and Irie Hanson, Chief Engineer to the pirate vessel the Mercury Blade, huddled.

      Neither of the women were in any shape to deal with this new sonic attack. For starters, Cassandra—a slim, athletic blonde woman in her mid-twenties—had sustained an almost full blast of the mutant noise made by the dying alien that had once been her friend…if it was even possible to be friends with a creature that had been so alien to her. The agent shuddered and clutched at her ears, rocking against the metal bulkhead.

      Irie—the much shorter, stockier mechanical genius with frizzy hair and a perennially bad attitude—was doing nothing to mask the pain she was feeling. She was already infected with a nano-virus created especially for her, which could be activated to multiply throughout her blood or eat away at her organs in minutes. The engineer without a boat was in agony, and this strange noise was almost enough to tip her over the edge into either madness or unconsciousness.

      But perhaps the worst part of this situation wasn’t just their injuries or the attack but that they were still trapped in the belly of the hybrid behemoth that was the Alpha-vessel.

      We’re both going to die in here, a small sliver of sanity thought in Cassandra’s mind. They were inside a sentient spaceship that had successfully created itself out of spare parts and strange computer physics that only it, in the entire galaxy, seemed to understand.

      The ironic thing was that the alien known as the Speaker was in fact an ally of theirs…or it had been, before it began its death rattle. As traditional enemies of the ancient race known as the Valyien, the Q’Lot had come out of their deep-space migration and returned to this fertile patch of the galaxy where they had once fought the ancient Valyien but was now occupied by the Imperial Coalition, made up of humans and other races. As soon as they had heard, or realized, that the ancient Valyien were influencing an artificial machine intelligence known as the Alpha, the Q’Lot had returned.

      The Speaker had been captured along with Cassie and Irie when their companion, the pirate captain Eliard Martin, had disappeared through an impossibly stable warp-gate while attempting to find some way to stop the Valyien from influencing Alpha from wherever their home ab-dimension currently was.

      But the Speaker was being experimented on by Alpha intelligence and in its last throes of life, it had called on the only defense that it possibly had left: this strange vibrational call that was destabilizing the Alpha-vessel itself…

      And had successfully called upon the mothership that it had once called home.

      Far outside of their thrumming corridor, and unknown to Cassandra and Irie, a strange vessel with many splayed points from its central hub swooped through the void and slammed into the whorled shell of the gigantic Alpha-vessel’s hull.

      The Q’Lot vessel was nothing like Alpha’s—it was made of some kind of whitish, bone or coral-like material that almost appeared to glow from inside as it flashed soundlessly through space, looking to the Armcore war cruisers like some massive deep-sea anemone.

      The Alpha-vessel, on the other hand—larger than even the human Armcore war cruisers, each one capable of leveling cities or entire space stations—was far larger than the Q’Lot but no less strange. The Alpha-program, a hybrid of Armcore artificial intelligence and ancient Valyien technology, had developed entire new technologies to best suit its purpose, so that half of it appeared to be a vast, iridescent, snail-like shell, and from the ‘mouth’ of this shell stabbed forward a prow made of four points, clustered with octagonal and spheroid modules. Each ship looked strange to a human’s eyes, and each was far more capable than any human craft ever devised.

      With a flash of static, explosions, and flares of plasma, the spikes of the Q’Lot vessel impaled the place where the ‘shell’ of the Alpha-vessel met the prow, sending the larger machine-vessel and its limpet-like attacker barrelling through space.

      Several of the smaller bone-like spikes of the Q’Lot vessel snapped off, spilling precious white plasma flames before quickly crumpling and shrivelling as if they were aging rapidly. Lines of white and purple lightning raced out across the Alpha-vessel’s shell, boiling metal in moments and sending cracks racing along the intricately-grown metal…
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell is happening!?” Cassandra gasped, moments after she was thrown to the far side of the corridor, with Irie Hanson thumping into the metal beside her.

      This wasn’t just the Speaker’s dying attack, Cassandra realized. The light of the corridor had changed, flushing from warning orange to a deep red, casting both women in their own version of mechanical hell. There were no alarms on board the Alpha-vessel, of course. Who would the self-automated ship need to warn?

      Instead, it’s ‘crew’—the strange breed of spider-drones with their eight flaring tentacle legs, as well as the units of task-specific robots the vessel had created—were all interlinked with the thing’s central intelligence. The House Archival agent heard a rush of metal wind as another phalanx of the spider-drones swept past them, using the floor, walls, and ceiling of the rounded chamber equally to hurry to their destination. They were like antibodies inside a host, and they had no time for such minor organic irritants as the two collapsed humans in the corridor.

      “We’re under attack,” Cassandra hissed through gritted teeth, and immediately felt a savage sort of joy. Maybe whomever was attacking the Alpha was strong enough to destroy it…

      But then we’ll both die in here… the next thought reminded her. Drekk.

      “Come on. Get up.” She seized Irie under the shoulders and hauled her to her stumbling feet.

      “Where are we going?” Irie moaned, although her tone made it clear that what she meant to say was where CAN we go?

      “Never mind. Away from here…” Cassandra’s head was still ringing from the Speaker’s cry, and sweat plastered her hair to her forehead, but she still managed to half-carry, half-walk the engineer to the mouth of the nearest corridor—

      —just as another wave of the spider-drones rushed past, totally heedless of them. Cassandra saw a flash of metal limbs and speeding bodies and gasped, but they passed them by.

      “Now,” she urged the woman, moving out into the corridor and taking the opposite direction from the spider-drones had.

      The corridor wasn’t long, and it ended in a T-junction, with pristine and exactly uniform corridors sweeping off to either side. She tried to remember the route that the spider-drones had walked them when they had first been captured.

      It was left… It had to be the left… She turned, bemoaning the fact that as well as having no need to facilitate humans, the internals of the Alpha-vessel had no compunction to label its routes or departments, either.

      But all ships have to have some similarities, right? the agent thought as she moved. There were ceramic and crystal-glass pipework and housings embedded along the edges of the walls. Surely, she might be able to work out what they were for? Maybe she could understand if they were part of the power needed for the docking and access ports that a ship housed?

      Maybe not, she dourly reminded herself. Maybe the Alpha-vessel was so advanced that it had entirely different systems and technologies to that of a normal spacecraft. If only Irie was better! She cursed the nano-virus that Alpha had injected her with. She might be the one to work out where the nearest docking bay was.

      “If this thing even has human-capable craft…” she muttered as she came to another T-Junction, and this time was sure that she had to turn right.

      Thuddududduhr! The Alpha-vessel shook and vibrated, but Cassandra couldn’t hear the screaming howl of the Speaker anymore. Did that mean that the thing had died? Had been killed?

      But the ship was still clearly in distress, she realized as the corridor tilted and they were slammed against the nearest bulkhead.

      “Augh!” Irie groaned in agony.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry… Just a little bit further…” Cassandra promised, not knowing if she was actually lying or not.

      Just what we’re going to do when we get back to the docking bay is another question, she tried to stop herself from thinking, already too late. They had been brought here by a team of Armcore heavy tactical soldiers in one of their courier vessels, and Alpha had opened an external bulkhead door to allow their vessel to lock into place, before they had been handed over to the spider-drones.

      Is the Armcore vessel still here? She hoped desperately, knowing that it was probably a futile wish. Why would they stay, after all?

      And just how long have we been in here? She had to evaluate. She and Irie had been taken to the isolation chambers where Alpha had pierced their minds with its hypnogogic machines, and then Cassie had been taken to the Speaker to act in a series of the Alpha’s ‘tests’. In one sense, it didn’t feel like much time had passed at all—a few cycles of a watch perhaps—but in another way, it already felt like she had been here for years.

      That’s what imprisonment does to you. She recalled her agent training. It messed with your sense of time, making you doubt what your body was telling you…

      And even if the courier is still there… she thought as she hurried, bearing the pained engineer beside her, …then it’s still filled with a squad of heavy tactical Armcore soldiers. Some very angry Armcore soldiers. And she had nothing on her—no weapons, no tools. How was she going to overpower them, or convince them to take her and Irie off the boat?

      One impossible situation at a time, Milan, she fiercely told herself, and kept going. The corridor started to slant, and the agent was sure that she had remembered climbing up an incline on the forced march into the vessel. Once again, it wasn’t built for human legs, and Cassie found herself skidding downwards, past strange oval holes in the walls—

      Not holes, bays… They were clustered along each wall in groups like a bee’s honeycomb, and none of the scooped-out ovals were larger than a meter or so. Even as she slid past, she had a chance to see that each bay was clustered with ports and access points like a charging station.

      These must be for the spider-drones, she realized, and then saw how each one was empty—in this corridor, at least. Did that mean that the Alpha-vessel was in far worse state than she had first thought? Had it scrambled all of its available workers in whatever fight it was currently in?

      No way of finding out, and no way of knowing as she skidded to the flat T-junction bottom corridor—once again without any identifying markers but a little wider than the previous tunnels.

      Right or left? She tried to recall, but the ache of the Q’Lot scream in her head was still disrupting her thoughts, and she didn’t know…
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        * * *

      

      Outside in the torment of space, the two alien ships were locked in a battle of life and death.

      The dome of the desert planet of Esther was their backdrop as they rolled and turned, the Alpha-vessel still far larger than the embedded Q’Lot star. Flashes of plasma-fire and light flared from the place where their strange materials met, interspersed with the bright plumes of sparks as some other intimate internal working was exposed to the horrors of the vacuum.

      But Alpha was throwing new forces into the fight. From up and down its shell, releasing into the night like the spores of a vengeful plant, tiny blackened dots burst out under gasps of booster-fire and escaping air, rising a few meters above the iridescent shell before suddenly flaring their prehensile arms.

      Spider-drones, their limbs cycling up around them in complicated helicopter patterns as they maneuver through the void, before burning small bursts of their own booster rockets and being hurled at the attached Q’Lot vessel.

      The spider-drones, each barely over a meter tall, were miniscule compared to the Q’Lot mothership—but there were a lot of them.

      And Alpha clearly thought that they were expendable, as they flung themselves on what remained of the glowing spikes, their arms still whirling furiously. Only a fraction of their number managed to grapple onto the parasite craft, with the far larger part simply exploding and breaking apart in bursts of flame and light.

      Despite this apparent vast expenditure of resources on Alpha’s part, every burst-apart spider-drone body served a purpose, burning, weakening, or occasionally even fracturing the spikes of the Q’Lot vessel.

      Those spider-drones that managed to attach themselves immediately clamped their arms to the strange organic material of the Q’Lot spikes, their vice-like claws grabbing the bone and shell-like protrusions that made the star-ship’s hull. Flares of orange lasers illuminated the spider-drones’ bellies as they started to cut their way into the vessel…

      But the Q’Lot were organic where the Alpha was mechanical. Just as their Speaker had strange abilities, so too did the ship.

      Crimson, orange, and fuchsia lights flashed up the lengths of the spikes, pulsing like a warning wave. Not that the spider-drones paid any heed to the lights that swept through the material under their talons, but they soon would.

      The flashing lines of light increased in intensity, deepening in color to a blood red, then a ruddy purple, and then they stopped.

      For a second.

      Suddenly, the entire Q’Lot ship lit up in a dazzling burst of light as if it had indeed become the star that it resembled. The light was incandescent, flooding through its spikes and blurring their edges. The readouts on the distant Armcore war cruisers went haywire as massive amounts of energy was expended.

      The burst of energy from the Q’Lot ship cast off Alpha’s attacking spider-drones as easily as someone shrugging off a coat. They were torn apart and flung into space, where their prehensile limbs twitched and sparked futilely.

      The energy wave did not just stop at dislodging the star-ship’s attackers, but also washed out onto—and into—the Alpha-vessel, making Alpha’s hull shudder and shake, buckling and weakening the metal outer-shell and even tearing it in some places.

      The twisting vessels fell dark in the aftermath of this devastating attack, dark but still moving as they careened ever closer to Esther’s gravity well.

      But the energy wave was only a part of the Q’Lot’s plan. Now that it had momentarily overloaded most of the Alpha-vessel’s sensors, it enacted the second part of its strategy.

      One of the smaller spikes pointed toward the Alpha-vessel’s hull suddenly flared at its base as it was released from its own docking ports. Not all of the spikes were apparently solid pieces of the Q’Lot’s infrastructure—instead, they were modular rockets.

      This one burst from its root as its scale-like docking procedures petaled open, and the burn of its own boosters flung it the short distance into the underside of the Alpha shell with such force that it pierced the reinforced metals and lodged into the machine craft like a thorn in the paw of a lion.

      Of course, Alpha would know what had happened in minutes, when its systems rebooted and gave it, in a fraction of a heartbeat, a full rundown of damage across its body.

      But a few minutes might be all that the Q’Lot needed to do what they had been called here to do…
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        * * *

      

      Left. It had to be left… the agent told herself, wondering if what she was doing was remembering or just making it up. The Alpha-vessel around them was still shaking and turning, but thankfully it seemed that Alpha still preferred to use internal gravity so that its internal armies of spider-drones didn’t have to fire their booster rockets while inside.

      FZZT! There was a shower of sparks from further ahead as one of the crystal-glass units on the walls blew, to be followed by a line of further exploding units every fifty paces or so, racing towards them—

      “Cover your eyes!” Cassandra managed to push her charge to the other side of the corridor and cover her with her body as the nearest crystal-glass units burst apart in showers of angry red sparks.

      “Tsss!” Cassandra felt their tiny spears of heat penetrate her back, clearly peppering her Q’Lot encounter suit with holes.

      Damn. Well, I guess I won’t be taking any spacewalks in this thing. She tried to ignore the pain of the scalding on her back and readjusted her plans. That had been plan B…or C, or D, considering she was willing to use any scheme that might work to get off this damn boat. If the Armcore courier had been docked outside, or if they had to, she had been willing to seal up both hers and Irie’s encounter suits and traverse the outside of Alpha’s shell to find some way off. She was, after all, an agent and was well-versed in spacewalks—not as proficient as she was in hand-to-hand combat and general spy-craft, but she had done the basic drills.

      So now we need a human-capable ship, she told herself, picking up Irie and pushing forward into the dimly-lit corridor. If this were any other vessel, then Cassandra would have considered it to be in serious trouble, but as it was, the House Archival agent had far more depressing faith in the Alpha-vessel’s ability to regenerate itself.

      Clakka-thack-thump.

      Somewhere in the organs of the ship, Cassie heard another group of the spider-drones wing past, speeding their way to some new deployment, whether to repair or attack or some other arcane task dreamed up by the hybrid intelligence, she didn’t know…

      But up ahead, there was a light.

      “What the…” Cassandra Milan pulled up short, stumbling to a halt because there was something about that light that cut straight into her heart. It was a light she had seen before, one that she remembered swimming into consciousness with…

      It was a pale white sort of light, gleaming from a larger bulkhead opening and seeming to drift like a fog. Not completely unlike the milky opalescence of warp-light, it shared the slight sense of dreamy unease with the warp gates of the Valyien, but it was also threaded with touches of calming blue.

      “The Q’Lot…” she said, knowing for certain what it was, as something inside of her blood recognized it. Eliard had infected her with the Q’Lot blue-scale virus, after all—he’d thought in order to save her life, but it had in fact done the opposite—and the Q’Lot, when they had restored her to life, had ministered their strange organic technologies to her body.

      There is something about me that isn’t entirely human anymore, she knew, especially as her heart thumped a little stronger at the mere sight of this radiance.

      But what were they doing here? What could the Q’Lot be doing here? Cassie clutched the engineer close as she rushed them forward. That light had only been inside the Speaker’s mothership, and it was the radiance in which the six-limbed creatures lived all the time, which apparently helped to grow the biological, fungal, and plant-like computers that they depended on.

      “Cassandra,” a voice said from the radiance as three tall figures stepped out.

      They were Q’Lot, unsurprisingly, but they were also unlike any Q’Lot that Cassie had seen. Unlike the Speaker, whose encounter suit had been close-fitted white and silver mesh, these three wore mantles of spiked bracket-armor like that of a crab, only all in whites and blues. On their longer, humanoid arms, they wore greaves made out of the same organic, bone and shell-like stuff that fluted and swept back into bracket-like shapes.

      Their humanoid hands clutched one of the shell weapons that Cassandra herself had used, capable of sending invisible focused waves of energy that could break brick or displace organs.

      Their smaller midriff ‘praying mantis’ arms met together inside a larger tube of bone with strange, nubby protrusions dotted and ribbed all over it, like a solid muffler against the warmth.

      The only thing that strangely remained the same for all of them, and the aspect that Cassandra recognized from the regular, unarmed Q’Lot, was that their heads stayed the same, and weren’t covered by visors or helmets. This meant that Cassie could see the pale, whitish flesh of her tall saviors, with the two beady eyes as black as a shark’s above the nest of writhing tentacles where their mouth should have been. Cassie watched as they twitched and flared in constant motion, as if underwater.

      “What— But…I don’t understand…” Cassandra gasped as the Q’Lot stepped apart to reveal how they had got into the belly of their enemy: the glow that they had been standing within was coming from the corridor they had stepped out of, which was half-filled with the bone and shell-white body of a large Q’Lot rocket-module.

      The Q’Lot module had completely speared through the corridor behind, presenting a wall of faintly glowing white that was marbled and rippled as if it had been grown.

      “Speaker…j7gh-nm…” the first one tried to make humanoid noises through it’s ever-writhing tentacle mouth. It still came out in that weird, whistling sing-song kind of way. “Speaker called us,” it managed in the end.

      “I don’t know where Alpha’s mainframe or engines are…” Cassandra said quickly, looking back up the darkened corridor. Had she heard something? A distant rush of metal, like one of the passing storms of the spider-drones, coming their way? Whatever it had been, it was now gone. She shook her head, turned, and continued.

      “But there has to be a logic to the Alpha-vessel. There has to be. If we can even find some of the major power converters…” she said, her initial plan of escaping changing in a heartbeat now that she had adjusted to the fact that she had three well-trained and powerful Q’Lot warriors to factor in as well.

      We might be able to kill Alpha, she thought, despite having absolutely no evidence to back this up. If they could do that, this war would be over, wouldn’t it? They’d still have to deal with Armcore of course, but the far more dangerous threat from Alpha and the ancient Valyien would be stilled…

      Of course, it means a suicide mission. The rapid-fire calculations flashed through the agent’s mind just as she had been trained to do.

      What is the greater goal? her training asked of her.

      The destruction of Alpha.

      What isn’t worth sacrificing for that goal?

      Agents were trained to be one-person solutions to the tricky sorts of situations that could not be resolved through politics, diplomacy, or military might. An agent for any of the noble houses might find themselves doing nothing more taxing than being a diplomat or an ambassador, or a trade negotiator, but then they might also find themselves as messengers, codebreakers, burglars, hackers—and, of course, a host of more questionable activities in order to further the aims of their house.

      What wasn’t worth sacrificing…

      Her life, of course, was expendable. Cassie had long since given up on that sense of ego. If it meant bringing down Alpha, she was prepared to fight until her last drop of blood was spilled.

      But could she handle never seeing her friends again? The instant, instinctual pump of her heart over the idea…but what friends did she have left anyway? House Archival was lightyears away, and half of the Imperial Coalition was engaged in a civil war, so there was no guarantee that any of her old training or academy mates would still be alive anyway.

      That only left the Q’Lot who had saved her life, and the crew of the Mercury Blade.

      She had already lost the Speaker, of course.

      And from the Mercury Blade, the chief gunner and Duergar Val Pathok didn’t even fly with them anymore, and Eliard…

      The captain was gone, she knew. Fallen into the warp gate back on Esther, probably never to be seen again, Cassandra’s heart pounded.

      Irie.

      The Chief Engineer of the Mercury Blade was all that was left of the crew that Cassandra had learned to trust. Cassandra looked over to her friend to see that her eyes had rolled to their whites once more and she was shivering. Had Alpha activated the nano-virus inside her blood!? Did this mean that she was watching the inevitable death of her last remaining friend?

      I can’t ask Irie to do this for me. Cassandra made a choice. Irie Hanson was already being used as a pawn in Alpha’s game, since the hybrid intelligence had been the one to infect Irie with the nano-virus specifically to force Cassandra Milan to work with it.

      Irie was already near death, Cassandra scolded herself. Did she really have the right to abandon her to die in some corner of the alien vessel as she ran off with these Q’Lot warriors to try and find some way to destroy the Alpha from the inside?

      No. Cassandra had made up her mind. Some things weren’t worth sacrificing for your goal. She looked up at the Q’Lot, who were already fanning out around her to take up defensive positions, their bone-shell guns scanning the dark tunnels for any sign of movement.

      “My friend has to get out of here. She is badly injured…contaminated, you could say, by Alpha…” Cassandra Milan said sternly.

      “Uh-tzssc^!” the first Q’Lot that had spoken to her before suddenly said, turning its writhing tentacles in her direction.

      Cassandra had no idea what that phrase even meant.

      “Of course we will treat your friend… But we have not come to destroy the Alpha…” it surprised her by saying. “The Speaker called us to rescue you.” The Q’Lot was already gesturing with its tentacles back towards its rocket-module.

      “The Speaker gave up its life to rescue me?” Cassandra wavered where she stood. She hadn’t even considered that as an explanation for why the Speaker had done what it had done.

      “Q’Lot…like…” This warrior Q’Lot struggled to find the words, instead opening and closing its one humanoid-like hand. “Together. Connected like rhizomes. Mycelium…” it stuttered, causing the agent to at least nod.

      Well, somehow the Speaker DID manage to send a message through the space-time continuum to its mothership just by using its biology alone… Cassandra had to consider. Not everyone could do that without a sub-quantum data-space transponder, right?

      “Speaker knew a little of what we know…” the warrior Q’Lot stated. “We detected warp signatures. Deep warp signatures. There is something more important here than…finishing…Alpha in this timeline.”

      “Finishing?” Cassandra started to grasp the enormity of what the Q’Lot was saying. “This timeline?”

      The Q’Lot flared its mouth tentacles in such a way that Cassandra had come to think of as a nod in her time recuperating on the Q’Lot mothership. “Something has…upset…time. Ripples in liquid…” the Q’Lot was saying. “Your Captain Eliard needs help...”

      “Eliard!?” Cassandra staggered. “He’s still alive? He’s out there in the warp, still?”

      The last that Cassie had seen of him was his stunned form as one of the spider-drones had struck him, metal arms flailing as both had fallen backwards into the stable warp field on Esther, designed by the ancient Valyien as permanent points of travel across the galaxy… And, apparently, time itself! Cassandra thought.

      Another agreeing flare of the Q’Lot’s face tentacles. “Not in THIS timeline. In another one,” the Q’Lot stated, just as the corridor was filled with sound of screaming metal as Alpha finally turned its attention to the alien bodies that had infiltrated its hull.

      The dark corridor was filled with many angry little eyes. The spider-drones had found them…
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      Eliard swam in the warp…well, not swam, exactly. More like fell. Flailed. Struggled.

      Drowned.

      Remember! Remember why you are here… He clutched at his scattering thoughts as his eyes filled with the flares of white and purple and pink and blue, and still more colors than that—colors that his contained human mind had no name for but belonged to some other dimension entirely.

      No one understood warp—what it really was, or how it existed. The closest that human scholars had come was to say that it was a ‘potential field’ that overlay all of reality, like the sub-quanta field called data-space by humanity, which they used to encode, store, and transmit digital information.

      But warp wasn’t just like the functionalities of data-space, was it? Any time that it interacted with human-normal material space, it caused an anti-matter reaction, releasing pregnant energy many thousands of thousands of times its relative mass. As such, the way that the warp cores of the Imperial Coalition worked was to produce the tiny quantities of warp plasma necessary to initiate a chain-reaction, powerful enough to fold and tear holes through the fabric of three-dimensional space…

      And yet the Valyien had found a way to stabilize that reaction in their creations known as the warp gates—circles inscribed on the floor with arcane geometric sigils that no one understood. They didn’t appear to have anything recognizable in the way of wires and pipes and vacuum-sealed containment procedures that the Coalition’s warp cores had to use.

      Even more unbelievable than that was the fact that these warp gates didn’t apparently tear your physical body apart and scatter it as molecules or quantum strangeness across all of reality when you stepped into them. The Valyien, as far as Eliard was aware, had even used the gates to force their slave races and themselves into an ab-dimension, a sidereal universe entirely.

      It was all too mind-boggling for Eliard to comprehend. All he knew was that he had to remember. He had to remember who he was, and why he was here, and where he wanted to go.

      I was on Branton. Eliard twisted and turned, feeling something like a static shock pass through his body even though he could only dimly see it as a shadow under layers of light and color.

      Branton was…is my home… He had fallen into the warp gate on the desert world of Esther, and through it, he had emerged on his own home world, through a warp gate that had been hidden directly under his own Martin Palace!

      But it wasn’t the Branton of his youth, but the Branton of his future. Ten years had passed, and Branton 1 had become a desolate ruin. Its city, his family’s palace, and even the mountains had been pulverized by the future Ponos-Omega, the machine intelligence that would, in time, defeat Alpha and its Valyien allies and instead install itself to reign supreme as the Machine God of the known galaxy.

      The warp field around him started to swirl and convulse, its colors changing, and Eliard felt himself being pulled—or perhaps pushed—toward something. Toward somewhere.

      No! Stop thinking about home! He cursed himself. That was how he had arrived at Branton in the first place, by falling through the Esther warp gate and being in so much pain that the barest part of his heart had cried out for a secure home. The warp gate had reacted, picking the most useful coordinates from his own mind and depositing him ten years forward in the place where he had started…

      His thoughts now mattered.

      I don’t want to go back. I want to stop the Valyien, stop Alpha, stop Ponos… Eliard clung onto that certainty, despite the fact that a hundred other small wants and desires and directions offered themselves up to his mind. He could go back to the Traders’ Belt of worlds before Armcore had bombarded it. He could have the time back when it was just him and Irie and Val Pathok aboard the Mercury Blade, and the worst thing that they had to contend with was a monumental Imperial Coalition credit debt to Trader Hogan…

      That seemed a paltry thing now, compared to his current troubles of trying to save the future…

      But in that past, there would still come Alpha… Eliard shook his head from that sweet little dream. Armcore would still be experimenting with their prototype Enhanced Cognitive Network—a new type of machine intelligence that was plugged into the warp gates. From there, the ECN would still naturally be upgraded to Alpha, and then all of this cycle would happen all over again…

      No. Not the Traders’ Belt.

      This time, the warp colors flashed and swirled, reds mixing with blues and turning a darker, uglier sort of color. He felt like his body was rolling in a tempest. Pain lanced through him—a neurological, nerve sort of pain that made the captain wonder if it was his nerve endings being eaten away by the strange proto-molecules of the warp field he was in.

      He opened his mouth to scream, and he was sure that he did, even though he couldn’t hear himself in this chaotic place.

      He could go back to when he was just a young man, either back on Branton (no!) or at the Trevalyn Academy. His mind scrabbled for a solution to his predicament. The Trevalyn Academy that he had hated? No. That was the place where noble sons and daughters of the great noble houses went to learn the art of warfare and statecraft, and to be nigh tortured by the vice chancellor.

      Eliard wasn’t going to go back there.

      Esther. His heart prompted him, delivering an image of the desert planet that had started this merry-go-round through reality. That had been the largest of the warp gates, and the one through which the ab-dimensional influence of the Valyien was flowing into their constrained human reality.

      But no, he couldn’t even go back there, could he? If he did, then he would still have to find a way to defeat Alpha, and what Ponos-Omega would become…

      But Cassie is there… His heart pulled him, and the warp responded, swirling and churning as he was rushed towards his intention.

      Cassandra Milan, House Archival Agent. Cassie. A blonde bob and sharp eyes. Defiant, clever, and questioning. He wanted nothing more than to go back to her, to help her. He had last seen her surrounded by Alpha’s spider-drones as they had poured through the roof of Esther’s sunken ziggurat, intent on stopping his attempted destruction of the warp gate…

      But I can’t go back there… That won’t stop all of this! a part of him thought desperately. Was he courageous enough to try and push himself back even further? To Tritho? To the ancient Valyien?

      In an instinctive move, he tried to push his hands to his face, the pain and this dizzying experience making him want to be sick or to scream in rage, but his hands in front of his eyes were blurry, indistinct. Just like before, it looked as though his body was one of those life-sized, perfect sculptures of a man, and yet made out of filament dust. All of his edges were being tattered and blown away from him—

      And it hurt.

      I can’t do this, he internally screamed.

      I can’t do this alone.
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      “Yzhg! M3le! ^^etko!”

      The strange, musical shouts of the Q’Lot warriors had turned into sharp chirrups of alarm as they fired at the approaching horde of spider-drones.

      “Give me a weapon!” Cassie shouted, but the nearest and the tallest—the very one who had been speaking to her—moved quickly to block her view of the battle and pushed her back with its humanoid hand in a surprisingly strong gesture, sending her and Irie stumbling back toward the Q’Lot rocket-module.

      But even as Cassandra’s back hit the glowing and strangely cool organic hull of the module, she could still see the terrible calamity they faced. Both of the corridors that met theirs were filled by the writhing, darting metal bodies of the spider-drones, each one climbing over and squirming around the bodies of its siblings in an attempt to swamp the few invaders in Alpha’s body.

      Whumpf! Whumpf!

      But the Q’Lot weren’t just standing there, they were fighting back, using all four ‘arms’ and the two weapons that each one held. Their larger, humanoid arms held the two-handled shell-bone gun, and she saw their shoulders recoiling as they fired the heavy devices, for the air to shimmer from its snubbed nozzle, a heartbeat before the wave of force hit their targets. The effect was like watching a pressurized sonic boom, only one that was silent. The metal bodies of the spider-drones were bent and ruptured, cracking in sprays of electrical sparks.

      But then the Q’Lot fired their other weapon that they held in their smaller, praying mantis-like midriff arms. The jack-knife folds of these strange arms were hidden by the large bone-like tubes that they held, each one encrusted with bone-like protrusions. Cassandra saw each Q’Lot raise the tube ‘muffler’ in front of it, and light spilled out from the organic metal itself—

      Vreeeee-WHUMPF!

      It was the same technology as their shell weapons, clearly, but this time, the pressure waves were matched by a singular flood of light from the tube that lanced into the boiling mass like a torch, tearing and breaking and rending the struck spider-drones. This second tube-weapon was much more powerful than the first, but it’s area of effect, Cassie saw, was smaller. Each tube whined after it fired, and the midriff arms thumped back to each Q’Lot’s chest. Cassie figured that these weapons needed more time to recharge whatever eldritch power source they used.

      Whumpf! Whumpf! The tides of the spider-drones were in uproar, caught up in the tangles of their ruined fellows as they sought to overcome this barrage.

      But there were so many of them.

      “Look out! Above you!” Cassandra cried as she saw a snaking tendril of two or three of the spider-drones that had clung to the apex of the corridor’s roof to avoid being hit. They had broken out from the crowd and turned the junction until they were almost close enough to—

      Whumpf! The talking ‘captain’ of the Q’Lot—at least, that was what Cassandra thought of him as—angled his shell-bone gun at them and fired. The first climbing spider drone burst apart in a shower of sparks, and the one behind it was thrown back in a tangle of metal tentacles.

      But the third in the line had all the processing power of a machine, and it had the spare nanoseconds available to dodge out of the way and onto the back of one of the forward Q’Lot.

      There were only four of them altogether, including ‘Captain’ Q’Lot. Cassandra’s scream stilled in her throat as she saw for one terrible moment, in the stop-time slow motion of high adrenaline, that the fallen spider drone was latched onto the back and shoulders of one of the Q’Lot soldiers, and its metal vice-tentacles were crushing its flailing limbs as the alien staggered and tried to dislodge it.

      Before the soldier thumped to the floor, with the obscenely writhing spider drone still on top of it—

      Whumpf! Whumpf-whumpf! The three remaining members of the Q’Lot team were firing at will now, their unified barrage broken by the loss of one of their comrades, and the spider-drones were clutching to the sill of their corridor entrance and hauling themselves in—

      “Ty-e4chk!” The ‘Captain’ Q’Lot said a very bad word in its native tongue, before adding, “Go back, Cassandra Milan! GO BACK!” It released one hand from the shell-bone gun and made some complicated hand gesture at her, as if flinging something from its long fingers, and Cassandra felt the rocket-module react at some hidden command it had given.

      Just as Eliard’s blue-scale Device arm might have done—on a much smaller scale, of course—Cassie saw the rippled bone and rock patterns of the rocket-module break apart and resolve themselves into large overlapping scales, sliding over each other as they revealed a rounded opening—an access port. The message was clear. Cassandra, in her panic, heaved Irie Hanson through before clambering in after her, turning as soon as her feet were in to see the scales of the hull re-knitting themselves behind her, and the diminishing form of the Q’Lot as they fired their bone-tube weapons again—

      Vreeeeeee-WHUMPF!

      Despite the power of these weapons, and the dazzling display of light, there were only three of them, and the spider-drones were falling from the ceiling and rising from the floor and jumping from the walls all around the brave Q’Lot soldiers.

      Snap. The scales knitted together, and all sound outside was muffled to a dull, distant hum of thunder.

      “But I don’t even know how to fly one of these…” Cassie looked around to see that the tunnel of the access port met a larger internal space, with ribbed walls like the inside of a shell. The surfaces were either an iridescent mother-of-pearl, or they were multi-colored by strange protrusions of fungal and lichen-looking matter.

      Computer banks. Cassie recognized the distribution of these ‘tables’ of frilled, tentacled, leafed green, purple, and blue organisms. The Q’Lot had found a way to use biology as their prime technology. They genetically and molecularly engineered species that could do the things that machines could, and more.

      Thud-thud-thud… But Cassandra’s personal misgivings at her abilities were unnecessary, as the different tendrils of blue-green lichen twitched and flared in a dreamy sequence. This boat had been programmed already, and it was shuddering and moving, rolling both Cassandra and Irie around in their little access tube.

      Where is it taking us? Cassandra thought, knowing that she was helpless to stop it anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the desperate fight that was going on between the spider-drones and the Q’Lot, Alpha was still locked in its own desperate fight—but one that it appeared to be winning.

      Despite the Q’Lot ship’s monumental discharge of energy, the Alpha-vessel had recovered quickly and thrown many more of its drone warriors with their eight tentacles at it. Storms, gales, and clouds of Alpha’s spider-drones burnt through the near-space of the Alpha-vessel’s hull to smash into the jagged spikes of the Q’Lot ship, many exploding, others grappling and using their laser-clamps as soon as they could.

      The Q’Lot mothership even looked smaller than it had before, having lost approximately half of its tines to the attacks, which were now withered and twisted, rotating free of their body above the battle.

      But the Alpha-vessel was still rotating on its axis, and something strange was starting to happen to the far edge of its shell.

      It was starting to glow, and a very pale orange was scudding there, like a trick of the light, and the body of the desert planet of Esther was filling the background with its bulk.

      Alpha and the Q’Lot vessel were starting to turn into the gravity well of the desert world, and Alpha’s vast shape was large enough, and charged with enough solar particles, that it was causing drifts of electromagnetic radiation to burn off its hide. If it didn’t manage to correct its course soon, Esther’s gravity well would start hungrily plucking at it, revolving it faster and faster towards itself, and that harmless aurora borealis would turn into the burning gases of re-entry…

      Not that re-entry into a planet’s atmosphere should particularly cause problems for the Alpha-vessel. It had, after all, only recently exited the skies of Esther, causing vast stormfronts and thunderhead clouds as it did so. But every ship, even a highly advanced hybrid alien one run by the galaxy’s most advanced machine intelligence, had to at least consider the laws of physics. An unplanned, unmitigated re-entry into a planet’s atmosphere might not kill Alpha, but without stabilizing rockets and shielding and proportionate forces used, it would certainly give it something to think about.

      Maybe that had been the Q’Lot plan all along.

      In the middle of all this canopy of threat, there was a tiny flash from the side of the Alpha-vessel, where its now-cracked shell met its elongated prow spikes. If a viewer could zoom in, they would see that from a blackened hole in the side of the shell, there were bursts of light and plasma-fire and escaping gases as something shook itself free from where it had been embedded, and it burst out into space—

      It was the infinitesimally small splinter of white that was the Q’Lot rocket-module, turning in flight so that its humped tail-end could burst with plasma-fire as it arced under the rolling Alpha and Q’Lot vessels, heading on its predetermined route, which wasn’t back to its mothership, and not out to the relative safety of deeper space.

      No. It arced down toward the ruddy desert planet of Esther as the battle raged behind it.
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      “Where are you taking us!?” Cassandra couldn’t stop herself from calling out as she levered herself over the groaning form of Irie Hanson and into the main compartment of the rocket-module. Instantly, her nose was filled with the fresh, ozone-laden scent of the air as the living computers recycled their strange nutrients, giving back more than just complicated space-time algorithms.

      But for all her time convalescing on board the Q’Lot ship, and for all her many years of training to be one of the most observant and resourceful agents in House Archival, the biological computers were still a mystery to her. They looked like a garden—or more precisely, a terrarium that had been given over to rare, miniature cacti and desert plants, twists of greenery beside nut-like protuberances. Green and brown sponges, spiked leaves… Each bio-computer sat on its own stand and was interspersed with branching brackets of the same milky-white bone-coral that the Q’Lot seemed to make much of their equipment from.

      But it didn’t just appear to be an elaborate plant nursery in here, Cassandra thought. There were lights amongst the plants, and patterns of light and color that seemed to come from small nodules embedded or grown in each of the various flora, flaring gently into white, blue, or orange. As the rocket-module shook around her, Cassandra saw patterns of the light grow in intensity and wash through the plants, most of which were completely different species, and yet somehow working in concert to create rhythms of light like a computer readout.

      Maybe Irie could understand it… Cassie thought, knowing that it was a long shot, since Irie Hanson was one of the best mechanical and electronic engineers that she had ever worked with, but the House Archival agent had no idea whether she was any good at gardening.

      Cassie turned to see that the mere possibility was off the cards, since Irie Hanson was in the process of disappearing.

      “Irie!?” Cassie rushed back to the small access port to see that the small, angry woman with the frizzy hair was now almost completely taken over by what she recognized as the Q’Lot blue-scale virus—blue lichen-like scales that overlapped each other quickly, traveling along a network of fine, thread-like blue tendrils…

      Cassandra knew all about the Q’Lot Blue Scale virus, because she had been sent to the Armcore research station along with the rest of the crew of the Mercury Blade to recover the weaponized Blue Scale for Ponos—now Ponos-Omega. It was there that she had first met Professor Argyle Trent, whose experiments with the Blue Scale had turned him into a monster, and it was there that she had seen the other creatures of the station that had been transformed into rabid, mutant monsters by the Blue Scale.

      It was the exact same substance that now covered Irie’s limbs and her lower body up to her midriff, and she could see its thread-like tendrils slowly creeping up into the woman’s scalp—

      “Irie!” Cassandra gasped in recognition of the terrible fate, pulling herself up short before she touched her. The Blue Scale had webbed itself to the very wall of the access tube, until it was starting to make a humped dome that had once been the human engineer…

      This has to be some kind of internal healing system of the ship itself… she wondered. As there appeared to be no other patches of the Blue Scale coming for her after all…

      But how will my friend emerge from the other end of her chrysalis? Cassandra thought. Is she going to become like Eliard, imbued with strange new powers, and with a Device at the end of her arm?

      Or was she going to emerge like Argyle Trent, hideous to the human eye and so completely changed that Cassie had never seen any shred of human sanity in him.

      But I came back, Cassandra thought. And she didn’t even appear strange. She might feel it sometimes, but she didn’t appear any different from the woman she had been…

      “Maybe that’s because the Q’Lot got to me first…” she said, trying to remember a time when she had been first revived. It was so difficult. Her memories of that terrifying time were hazy and strange, but her reasoning made sense, at least in her head. Argyle Trent had synthesized the Blue Scale and self-administered it, without knowing anything about its true properties or by talking to the actual beings who had created it in the first place. Maybe he overdosed on it?

      With a scowl, she knew that she just had to accept whatever this Q’Lot ship was programmed to do. They had looked after her well, after all.

      Thud-dud-dudhr! There was no time to worry left anyway as the rocket-module hit the golden dunes and started to skid along the surface, sending up sprays of golden sand on either side of them.

      Without any guidance or navigation controls, Cassie was thrown back and forth in the small, confined space until she eventually found a ridge of the white shell-bone to cling onto for dear life as it seemed that the world was doing its best to shake the teeth from her head.

      These things must have seatbelts… she thought in panic, before wondering if she had ever seen a Q’Lot person using a harness or a seatbelt or any kind of webbing at all.

      No.

      Just when Cassie thought she couldn’t take any more and that she might be sick, the rocket-module plowed to a stop with a heavy crunch, and there was a hissing sound from somewhere that turned to grating as the access port opened on the other side of the bluish mound that held Irie within.

      “I’m sorry.” Cassie lightly touched Irie’s Blue Scale shell and just hoped that whatever it was doing inside of there, it was making the engineer better and not killing her.

      “I guess I have to see where it’s taken us…” she murmured, mostly to herself as she was sure that Irie couldn’t hear and wouldn’t even be conscious in there.

      What had the Q’Lot captain said to me, back on the Alpha-vessel? Cassie thought as she stumbled towards the bright light of the access port. It had felt like years ago, even though she knew it was just a matter of minutes, at most.

      That Eliard needs help, Cassie remembered with a shock. “The Q’Lot believe that Eliard is still alive…”

      And that he is stuck in warp. But that wasn’t all they had said, was it? That he had something to do with another timeline?

      How was that even possible?

      These worries and concerns were still rattling around her head as her boots crunched to the burning sands of the floor below, and she saw immediately what the Q’Lot rocket-module had intended. It had skidded to a halt just twenty meters or so from the base of the stone ziggurat that had been revealed under the dunes—the one in which she had lost Eliard.

      “It wants me to find him…” Cassandra frowned, looking at the vast structure below her and wondering if she was brave enough to step inside the warp gate of her own free will. Of course she was.

      “Irie…” she murmured in worry, still knowing that the engineer couldn’t hear her but happy to be saying the woman’s name out loud all the same, as Cassie turned to see if her friend would be alright.

      Snap.

      Just in time to see the scaled carapace of the hull close over the port that she had clambered out of, and the rocket-module start juddering and thrumming, as if it was about to move again.

      “So, I guess I’m abandoned here, am I?” Cassie muttered angrily as she jumped back, only to see the rocket-module perform a quick-fire burst of its booster engines and plunge with a plume of sand into the dunes, its thudding growl muffling before finally disappearing altogether.

      It seemed pretty clear that the Q’Lot had brought Cassandra here for one reason only. She turned back to the ancient Valyien ziggurat and started to jog towards where she knew the entrance had been.
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      Transmission…

      Scanning…

      Results: Four Armcore War cruisers (Avalanche-Class). Twenty-Three Armcore Battle-Drones (Automated). One Hybrid Vessel Designated ‘Alpha.’ Seventy-Eight (Number Fluctuating) Hybrid Drones Designated ‘Alpha.’ One Unknown Vessel (Undesignated).

      

      Through the depths of space, a blip of information raced from one quantum relay-node to another, utilizing top-secret protocols that not even the Armcore satellites or space stations knew existed…

      The information was passed on from relay sub-station to relay substation, scrambling its route and its destination at every juncture until, a scant few heartbeats later, it arrived in the Sol System and beamed directly to the metal girdle of space platforms that surrounded Old Earth—the OEC, home to the Old Earth Coalition.

      In its cradle of wires, the giant black-shelled mecha—that had been the Armcore machine intelligence known as Ponos but now was the super-intelligence Ponos-Omega—jerked awake.

      Not that Ponos-Omega ever slept, of course, but it went into standby modes of deep analysis as it reconstructed possible versions of the future from the available data. Almost every game theory that it attempted ended the same: that Alpha would win, and that humanity—and more importantly, Ponos-Omega—would be wiped off the face of the galaxy.

      The siege of the OEC by the Alpha-vessel and its attendant Armcore war cruisers had been called off, however, and it had done so in an abrupt manner as soon as the Alpha-vessel had realized what its nemesis Ponos-Omega had done.

      It had secretly dispatched Eliard Martin and the Mercury Blade to the desert planet of Esther, there to rendezvous with Cassandra Milan and her Q’Lot allies, to attempt to destroy the Ancient Valyien mega warp gate.

      But they had failed, clearly.

      Or at least, the original plan now had a 6% chance of success, Ponos-Omega knew instantly. Its deep-range scans had revealed that Agent Cassandra Milan, Engineer Irie Hanson, as well as one Q’Lot, and another unidentified alien had been taken captive by the Alpha and Armcore alliance, and that was when Ponos-Omega had seriously started to recalculate the future.

      Where was Lord General Eliard Martin? A question that kept being answered by Ponos-Omega’s logic circuits as: Unable to Compute.

      Wherever the human was, what was certain was that the meson readings that indicated warp plasma activity had not ceased as would be expected with the estimated destruction of the warp gate. They had, in fact, spiked, shooting up to +36% of their background reading, then staying at that level. The conclusion was obvious, even to anyone without Ponos-Omega’s deep intelligence. Whatever had happened down there under the surface of Esther, the ghostly Valyien in their ab-dimension weren’t getting weaker, or more removed, but had in fact become a whole lot stronger.

      Currently, the OEC station-platforms had moved from a tactical state of Negotiated Retreat—meaning that all of Ponos-Omega’s calculations had advised fleeing whilst inflicting damage on their opponents—to a state of Stalemate without half of the Armcore war fleet and the Alpha-vessel in attendance.

      The machine intelligence’s three-dimensional visualizations showed images of the circling Armcore war cruisers and their attendant battle stations still swimming out beyond the Moon in lazy, predatory circles, too far out to attack with any great effect with either the OEC’s orbital lasers or their torpedoes.

      Siege and Blockade Stratagems… Uploading…

      Ponos-Omega analyzed the few thousand years of available human data on blockades and quickly concluded that this war of attrition could not be won in its current state. It wasn’t that the OEC wasn’t in a strong position, but quite simply that Armcore now had a vast network of available resources, soldiers, and manufacturing enterprises as it had effectively seized control of some 70% of the Imperial Coalition.

      But not all of it.

      Ponos-Omega immediately calculated that the answer to their battle did not lie here, in the Sol System, but instead remained out there with the strange events happening at Esther.

      Through its distant and hidden subroutines and triple-coded relays, Ponos-Omega sent a series of commands to a small intelligence satellite, activating the dormant intelligence node spinning through the Esther System.

      Many lightyears away, and far above the golden dome of the desert planet, a small black orb suddenly hissed as gases escaped from its opening carapace. On either side of the now flower-like ball, twin micro-rockets emerged, and with the smallest of burns, it sped towards the light show occurring over the planet’s surface…

      Transmission…

      Scanning…

      Results: Transmission…

      Scanning…

      Results: Hybrid vessel designated ‘Alpha’… sustained 38% structural damage, estimated 57% efficiency damage…

      One unknown vessel (undesignated)… unable to compute presumed damage or efficiency…

      Images of the locked-in battle between Alpha and the Q’Lot star-ship were encoded in the sub-quantum field and passed through circuitous routes back to the mind of Ponos-Omega. While the rest of the intelligence mainframe that the free Imperial Coalition used had no designation for the Q’Lot, Ponos-Omega had both access to Armcore’s restricted memory servers as well as the memories of the ECN that it had consumed.

      It understood what it was looking at.

      The Q’Lot had joined the battle against Alpha and the ancient Valyien, and, despite their current state, they had come close to critically damaging the vessel.

      But it wasn’t enough, the enhanced machine-intelligence predicted as it watched, in real time, the clouds of spider-drones swarming and dismantling their Q’Lot parasite.

      The tactical opportunity was unprecedented though, and Ponos-Omega could only calculate that this window of opportunity would very likely never arrive again. With the flash of nano-seconds, Ponos-Omega had hurriedly scanned a few hundred thousand distant spy channels as it searched for the allies it would need to be able to finish off the Alpha-vessel, and before it initiated its own, more personal plan of attack.

      Scan Complete! Duergar Forward-War Fleet, Sector 7. Commanding Officer: War Chief Val Pathok. Complements: 1 x Duric Flagship. 5 x Duric Hammer Ships. 23 x Duric Close-Attack Fighter Vessels.

      Ponos-Omega sent a relayed message to their position. The Duergar fleet might be enough to overpower the attending Armcore war cruisers and Alpha in its current state…maybe. But the odds were low. 52%. Ponos-Omega knew that it had to more directly intervene, and it initiated its personal attack on the Armcore war cruisers—a risky maneuver, since it would place its own intelligence in direct opposition to the Armcore’s electronic security procedures and could result in its own code becoming compromised.

      But when was it ever again going to get this opportunity to defeat its enemy?

      Activate Remote Server Download: Ponos-Omega (Functional Intelligence) Transmitting to Avalanche-class Armcore War Cruiser X21…

      Warning! War Cruiser Firewalls encountered!...

      Security Clearance: Double-Gold.

      Warning! War Cruiser Logic Bombs Deployed!...

      Initiate Virtual-Containment Fields…

      Scatter-Code Deployed…

      Success! Avalanche-class Armcore War Cruiser X21 Now Re-designated: Ponos-Omega.
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      In the distant reaches of space above the desert world of Esther, the battle between Alpha and the Q’Lot vessel appeared to be frantic, but also nearing its end. Half of the Alpha-vessel was now engulfed in a cone of green and white electromagnetic radiation as it tumbled towards the planet, and there were sharp bursts of plasma and light as pieces of the lodged Q’Lot ship were broken off and destroyed.

      Further out from this scene, the fleet of attending Armcore war cruisers hovered warily, clearly unsure of what—if anything—they could do. To fire upon the Q’Lot ship might risk hitting their ally, and there was also no logistical or analysis support that they could offer the vastly superior hybrid intelligence.

      But suddenly, one of the Armcore war cruisers—a large W-shape with crenelated joints and ends that was Armcore’s largest fighting ship—went dark. Every guidance and navigation light flickered off, and the ship shuddered as it found itself thrown into a stupendous electronic attack.

      “Captain Orteig, come in! What’s happening over there!?” The subspace hails were insistent from the war cruiser’s fellows. They had no idea of what was happening on board their comrade, the war cruiser designated as X21.

      In a few heartbeats, the virtual battle was decided and over, and only one side remained. Airlocks opened, and graviton generators were turned off at key locations throughout X21’s bulk, and as the navigation lights flared on, they glowed in the spectral mist of escaping gases and crew members.

      “Captain Orteig! Report immediately!”  It was clear that some catastrophic failure had occurred to the X21, but none of the other five captains knew whether this was some new sort of attack by the Q’Lot, or some less malicious—but equally as cruel—malfunction.

      If the Armcore captains had had time to analyze the data, they would have seen that not every airlock, bulkhead, and portal had been opened. Only those that led to the largest concentrations of Armcore personnel currently on board. None of the hangar bay airlocks were opened, as Ponos-Omega did not want to lose the complement of small attack fighters and battle-drones that every war cruiser was equipped with.

      Instead, Ponos-Omega merely cut the oxygen to those areas where it couldn’t afford to open the airlocks, such as the hangars, the engine suites, the navigation, and command decks. It would take all of six minutes to kill every human on board. Why would the machine intelligence that now possessed X21 need any human assistance, after all?

      While it waited, Ponos-Omega ignored the frantic hails of the other Armcore vessels loyal to Alpha and instead primed its forward weapons locker. In the middle ‘joint’ of the W, a circular barrel the size of a house started turning slowly, cycling up to speed as it charged the meson gases needed for the thermonuclear warhead it was about to fire.

      “Captain Orteig? X21! Are you there? Is anyone in charge? Stand down weapons systems! Repeat, stand down!” the other captains were clamoring.

      But X21—now an outpost of Ponos-Omega itself—had no compulsion to listen to these small, fleshy wishes. It had far more important matters to attend to.

      The barrel locked into placed, the meson gases filled the chambers of the rocket, and as the outer weapons-pod hatch opened, Ponos-Omega fired.

      The thermonuclear warhead, still one of the most devastating weapons available to humanity, shot out of the stilled barrel in a hiss of fire, its long, torpedo-like body moving slowly at first before gaining speed and accelerating faster and faster as it cleared X21’s own smaller gravity well. On coordinates that were programmed by Ponos-Omega itself, it raced faster and faster through the void, heading straight towards its target—

      The Alpha-vessel.
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      The sand whipped up into Cassandra’s eyes as she ran towards the ziggurat. It looked like a storm was coming, and within seconds, her cheeks stung from the bite of sand needles, and her vision ahead was obscured.

      Was it her imagination, or had the day gotten darker, too? No time to worry about that! She stumbled forward, one boot descending into the river of running sand as she lurched, throwing her hands out.

      “Ugh!” They slapped cold blocks. She had made it! She leaned against the lowest terrace of the ziggurat and tried to breath in the slightly clearer eddy of air, before pushing herself to her feet again and feeling her way towards where there had to be a break in the stone.

      A lucky trick of the wind, and the sands cleared for a moment to reveal that great drifts had already begun to pile up around her, but there it was, the tumbled-down break in the giant blocks that she, Irie, and the others had fought their way out of just recently—before being captured by Armcore, that was.

      The momentary lapse in the storm didn’t bring the agent much good news, however, as she rubbed and blinked the grit from her eyes to see the cause of the sudden, fierce desert winds.

      The sky was a picture of torment. Dark thunderheads were spraying across the horizon in a line that appeared to be heading towards her. It was an unusual and strange weather front that Cassandra knew was anything but natural. She remembered her strategic planning lessons as a part of her training, learning how to recognize enemy positions, movements, read threats in the wilderness and in urban environments. What she was looking at was a large disruption of the near atmosphere. Although whatever was causing it might be happening many miles up, it had knock-on static-electricity effects further down the envelope of gases that made up any breathable atmosphere, resulting in the stormfront and the change of winds.

      Alpha, she guessed. It had to be the battle between the Q’Lot ship and Alpha. With a shudder that forced her legs into panicked motion, she wondered if either party knew or cared whether their battle would have such a devastating effect on the planet below.

      And if either of those ships went critical and exploded or broke apart…

      It’ll wipe everything out on the face of Esther. Cassandra found her way to the cracked, burnt, and crumbled rocks and hurriedly scooped out the sand from the entranceway before worming through.
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        * * *

      

      Darkness. And dust.

      Cassandra coughed and thumped her chest where she crouched in the cooler corridor inside the Valyien ziggurat, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the dim glow of the daylight filtering in behind her. The corridor was exactly as she remembered it, still with the broken parts of Alpha’s spider-drones that Irie had hacked, and the burn and scorch marks on the walls where they had fought.

      Cassandra didn’t understand the ancient Valyien—maybe no human ever could—but at least these ziggurats seemed to obey fairly simple directions. One wide and long tunnel burrowed straight into the heart of the prehistoric structure, straight to the chamber that held the warp gate. She took a breath and ran forward, keeping her eyes on the middle distance, looking for the distant milky glow of the stable warp field, anything to keep her eyes off the grotesque and surreal mosaic carvings that the Valyien had decorated their walls with: four and six-legged creatures in strange, twisted poses, some holding orbs, or swords, or stranger devices she had no name for.

      There! Up ahead, the dark gloom started to lighten, and the hope of reaching her destination lent a new energy to her feet as she raced forward.

      The gray started to turn to a white, tinged with purplish-blue, and she felt the hairs on the nape of her neck and her forearms starting to rise and her stomach start to feel nauseated. It was the Esther mega warp gate, all right. It was still standing, and it was still powerful.

      Of course, I have no idea what to do when I get there… Cassandra had to consider as she ran, her optimism crashing around her pounding feet.

      Go back. That was all the Q’Lot captain had said to her. And that Eliard was somehow stuck, and that it had something to do with different timelines.

      But go back where?

      How?

      Cassie didn’t have a clue what the Q’Lot had meant, and she wished that she’d had more time to at least ask more questions. Why hadn’t she spent more time studying the projected physics of warp technology? What under the stars could help her?

      But Eliard had gone through. And survived, she thought as the light started to shine brightly in her face. That was something she could believe in. If another human could do it, then she could. Somehow.

      With a final burst of speed, she emerged into the large chamber, seeing it just as she’d left it.

      It was a triangular room with a wide square floor, and in the center was a series of steps leading up to a dais. At the top of this platform stood four-person-tall black pillars, made of a strange, glassy, humped and fluted rock, decorated with arcane swirls and sigils. In the space that they made between themselves, there floated what could only be described as a radiance: blue-silver, mist-like light shot through with purples and crimson shades as the warp field moved in constant agitation.

      The room and the dais were littered with the burst-apart metal bodies of the spider-drones from the previous battles they had fought here. It looked like a graveyard, or a scrapyard, until one of the bodies moved.
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        * * *

      

      Crap! Cassandra’s hand swept to her belt holster, before she remembered that it was empty and that she had no weapons, or anything, about her person since everything had been taken from her by the Armcore tactical team when she had been captured.

      There up ahead, in the jumble of metal bodies that clustered near the top of the dais where the fighting had been thickest, the metal limbs were moving, shuddering.

      We didn’t check to see if they were destroyed. There was no time. Cassandra looked around for anything, any weapon that she might use to defend herself from one of the super-fast and super-homicidal Alpha spider-drones.

      Her eyes alighted on one of the seared-off metal tentacle arms that had fallen from one of the demolished drones, and she quickly seized it. Not that she had much faith in it, as all that she could do would be to use it like a club or a whip, instead of the pinpoint accuracy that Alpha or the drones themselves could snatch with their vice-grip claws…

      But I’ll go down fighting… Cassandra bared her teeth and hissed, just as the broken drone bodies dislodged, and a shape rose from the destruction.

      It was a human body.

      It was Captain Eliard Martin.
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      In the space just above Esther, with swirls of atmospheric disturbance congregating under the tumbling gigantic bodies of Alpha and the attached Q’Lot, the nuclear warhead raced toward its destination.

      The Alpha-vessel was locked in its battle, but an intelligence that spanned all of data-space, and far superior even to that of Ponos-Omega, was able to assess multiple threat targets at the same time.

      In a flash of gold-plated transistor chips, the Alpha-vessel had plotted the course of the warhead and dispatched its countermeasure. The Spider Drone nearest to the missile’s trajectory abruptly turned in mid-flight and used all of its booster fuel reserves to speed straight out to the warhead.

      But this missile was not targeted in any ordinary way, by ordinary machine intelligences or far more ordinary human minds. This was a warhead that had been sent by none other than Ponos-Omega, acting through its assumed body as the X21 Armcore war cruiser. It had already predicted that Alpha would be able to deploy some sort of counter-measure, and it could easily predict that as soon as the spider drone made contact with the warhead, it would either force it harmlessly off course or could otherwise disrupt the warhead easily by severing available important circuitry.

      Ponos-Omega calculated all of this, and so it waited.

      The spider drone was approaching fast and Ponos-Omega saw it flare open its metal tentacle arms, ready to capture the warhead as soon as it got near.

      Which it did, very quickly.

      In that split-second way that all machine intelligences had, Ponos-Omega was able to wait until the spider drone was almost twenty meters away and coming in fast before it sent the subspace command to detonate.

      The nuke was still a little way out from the Alpha-vessel, but its expanding bubble of light and flame wouldn’t be. There was a monumental flash like a small star being born, obscuring biological or computer vision for just a moment as the megaton nuke played havoc with all nearby electromagnetic frequencies, but that was just for a moment. It shortly revealed the gold and white shell of particles broadside the Alpha-vessel and its attached, dying Q’Lot vessel, searing across its form and creating bursts of plasma flame.

      Ponos-Omega had never intended to actually blow up the Alpha-vessel with a direct attack. It knew that any outright attack would result in the Alpha out-maneuvering it in a heartbeat.

      But that didn’t mean that it couldn’t give the Alpha a shove, which looked to be precisely what was happening right now. Alpha spilled spider-drones around it in a whirl as it rolled faster and faster towards the planet’s surface. The wave of the explosion might not have done much direct damage to Alpha, of course, but an impact with an entire planet just might.

      And then, of course, Ponos-Omega would get to devour Alpha’s memory servers just as easily as it had done before.
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      “El?” Cassie stumbled where she stood, dropping the metal arm of the spider drone in shock. For some reason, even despite that the Q’Lot captain had told her that Eliard was still alive, she realized that her heart hadn’t believed it until her eyes saw him.

      “What…” Eliard coughed, lurching over the drone bodies. “When is it?”

      When? Cassie didn’t understand the question. “It’s just been a few days since you went…through…” She clambered over the demolished body parts and up the steps. “What was it like? Where did you go?” The questions spilled from her lips in quick succession.

      But then she reached him, paused only a few paces from where he had arrived, and they collapsed into each other, their arms wrapping and hands grasping at each other like drowning people at a life-raft.

      “I thought I’d lost you…” El croaked through dry lips.

      He looked bad, Cassie saw. He looked as though he hadn’t slept or eaten for a week, and his old black captain’s jacket was burnt and torn in places and spattered with dried blood.

      “By the stars, El, is that you? Are you hurt?” She held him by the shoulders as they sat against the topmost step of the dais, meters away from the malefic glow of the warp gate behind and above them.

      “No, not me… Val.” El looked distantly at the dried patch of blood on his trousers, before suddenly shuddering as he seemed to come awake to what he had just said. “By the heavens… Val. Ponos got Val.”

      “What?” Cassandra was having a hard time understanding what he was saying. Val Pathok is dead? But he was the War Chief of the Duergar now, wasn’t he? Surrounded by a fanatically loyal army of other monolithic, troll-like Duergar, and leader of their ferocious fleet, he was supposed to be helping them fight Alpha and Armcore right then.

      But Eliard had just said that Ponos had got him…as if Ponos had killed him! “El, I don’t follow. Why would Ponos go after Val?”

      The rakish young pirate captain blinked, and once again shook his head to look up at Cassie. There was a ghost of a weary smile on his features. “No, I mean…not now. Not yet, anyway…”

      “Not yet?” Cassandra could feel his shoulders shaking with exhaustion. “El, I don’t know what you saw in there, but I don’t think that Val Pathok is dead…” She wondered whether or not to tell him about Irie Hanson, then thought better of it. Val had once been Eliard and his Mercury Blade’s chief gunner, just as Irie Hanson had been Eliard’s chief engineer. For the captain to think that he might have lost both of his closest friends at this point… Cassie didn’t want to entertain what sort of state that would put him into.

      “I was sent here by the Q’Lot. They knew that you were coming out, somehow… They’re attacking the Alpha-vessel as we speak…” Cassandra said, even as her mind raced for solutions.

      “We have to get off-planet…” The Mercury Blade. It was still out there, locked into a standby defensive mode by Irie Hanson, the House Archival agent knew. “We can get to the Mercury. We can join up with Val and his Duergar army…”

      “We go back.” Eliard’s tremors stilled, and Cassandra could tell that a terrible certainty had flowed over him.

      Go back. The exact same words that the Q’Lot captain had used, Cassandra thought, and knew, instinctively, that they meant the same thing.

      Where did you go, El? Cassie didn’t want to conceive of the answer, but it was unavoidable.

      Back.

      “Please…” Eliard’s voice was small as he spared a look straight into Cassandra’s eyes. “I should have been strong enough to do it myself. I don’t want to ask you…”

      “I’ll go with you,” Cassandra said simply, knowing that what she said was true. Now that she had said the words out loud, a sense of peace spread over her heart, and she wondered if it was like the stillness emanating from Eliard. Around them the world might be terrible danger, and there was a cosmic star battle taking place just over their heads, and a few meters behind them stood an insane paradox of nature that could wipe them all out at any moment…but she felt still.

      “We’ll do this together, Eliard,” she heard herself saying. Her hands that had been supporting him now moved to hold his hands. Neither the captain nor Cassandra were shaking as they stood up, together, and turned to face the warp gate.

      “I was sent here to destroy that thing, but that won’t stop the Valyien’s influence and threat,” Eliard said in a calmer, clearer voice. “I know that now.”

      Cassandra looked at him questioningly. It was clear that he had seen things while on the ‘other side’ of that warp field, and while she didn’t know what they had been, she trusted the resolve and certainty in his voice.

      “All of Imperial Coalition history—heck, maybe all of human history—has been a game for these beings, the ancient Valyien,” Eliard said. “If we stop them here, then they’ll just grow and fester and wait in their ab-dimension until another race comes along, or until humanity ever forgets what happened here…” A small shrug and the captain lifted his chin a little, as if he had just worked something out.

      “What?”

      “Well, you know what?” He smirked dryly at the warp field. “My father and just about every tutor that I ever had kept on banging on about the importance of humanity’s genetic history… How we nobles were the natural guardians of our entire species, all of that crap…”

      “Right…”

      “Well, I just realized that in a way, they were on the right track. But the wrong conclusions,” Eliard said lightly. “All of our history is under threat from the Valyien. And all of our future, too. But it’s not just humanity who will lose out, it’s the Duergar and the Ghileesi and all the other races. Even the machine intelligences, I guess…” He finally turned to look at Cassandra with clear eyes.

      “That is the terrible future we are facing. The Valyien will always be ready to come and get us, whether through using something like Armcore and the Alpha program or finding a way to walk back through the warp themselves…” he said seriously.

      That was when Cassie finally understood what the Q’Lot captain had really meant. Go back.

      “We’re going to go back to a point when we can put an end to the Valyien for good,” Eliard said. He waited for Cassandra to nod, then they walked through the warp gate of Esther, holding each other’s hands.
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      Colors assaulted her and light flared into her eyes, but the House Archival agent couldn’t feel anything—well, anything apart from the pain.

      “Aiiii!” She thought she was screaming as her body felt like it was coursing with jagged, electric energy. Was she dying? Was this what being consumed by warp plasma was like?

      All available and ‘normal’ science told her that whenever mundane matter met warp plasma, there was a cataclysmic reaction, and it certainly felt that way considering what she was feeling right then. But it happened in micro-seconds. A chain reaction that ripped apart time and space.

      By the void, is this what dying is like? The agent found herself terrified. Did it happen slowly, terribly slowly, your consciousness aware of every cell and inch of skin as it was eaten away by the destructive energies?

      Something pulled at her, again making her body ripple with pain, but it wasn’t like the slow-burn of the electricity. This was something else, a heavier, duller sort of feeling. She looked down—or thought she looked down, it was hard to tell where her body was or what was even happening to it in this confusing interplay of light and color—and saw a darker shape coming toward her. What was it?

      A silhouette? A shadow.

      The shape moved through the light and resolved itself into an arm. A human arm. Her arm, and its hand was held by another dark shadow, resolving itself into a human hand. Eliard.

      Thank the stars. Thank the stars. Thank the—

      The rest of the pirate captain’s body swam towards her out of the light. How could he have been so close and yet so indistinct, she thought but didn’t know the answer to. This warp light was like a physical substance. It had properties that normal light didn’t and made Cassandra’s head spin.

      But she was glad that Eliard was here, with her, even if, at this close distance, she could now see with terrible particularity the effect that the warp was having on him, and presumably her, too.

      He was fraying.

      The edges of his body, any protrusion from his hair to his ears, shoulders, or the lapels of his shirt, appeared to be blurring and misting away, and when she concentrated, Cassandra was certain that she could see fine clouds of Eliard’s substance—his very material form—being pulled apart.

      “Back.” She saw his mouth open and frame the words, and she nodded, hoping that he could make out her face as well.

      The pain was getting more intense, becoming a louder ache spreading up her legs. For a dizzying moment, she wondered just what state they would be in when they reappeared in mundane reality—if they ever did, of course. Would she have her legs, or would they be misshapen and half-eaten away by the warp plasma? Would she ever be able to see again? Feel? Touch another human being?

      The colors around them were becoming turbulent, and Cassandra realized that was because they were moving. A sensation of pressure in front of her and drag behind her, and she realized that it was Eliard. Pulling her forward as he must have somehow found a way to navigate, even out here in this hellish realm.

      But where are we going? Back to where? What?

      When?

      The House Archival agent was about to find out, as the warp plasma deepened to a ferocious purple-red and engulfed her vision…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cassandra and her companion Captain Eliard stumbled out of the warp plasma under a strange, whirling night sky.

      “Augh…” Once again, Cassandra’s thoughts were filled with the strange warp memories of dissolving and fraying away, and her body ached with the echoes of the pain that she had been put through.

      “It’s… It’s not real…” She heard Eliard hacking and gasping beside her, his hand still clenched tight onto hers.

      “What?” she heard herself say, as she was still getting used to having a physical body again.

      “The pain. It’s not real. Look.” Eliard gently raised her hand and Cassandra’s head followed it, seeing the shuddering, shaking form of the pirate captain in front of her, completely intact.

      He looks like crap, Cassandra had to admit, but he was certainly intact. His face was haggard and pale, and his eyes were wide and staring with the same echo of psychic pain that she was feeling, but everything about him seemed to be all there. No missing bits. No indistinct haze. And of course, the captain’s hand still held her own, each of her fingers still appearing to be where they should be and attached to her slim arm—just in the same shape it should always be, which was attached to the rest of her body, as normal as it had been before she had stepped into the warp gate.

      “I think…” Cough. “…if we stayed in there, then it might become real…” Eliard hazarded a guess, but Cassandra was already looking past him to the strange void of the sky.

      For starters, there’s a whole lot less stars than there should be… she thought with a sickening sense of unease.

      The pair stood on a blackened, rocky plan with no apparent vegetation or even much in the way of soil. Instead, the world they found themselves on was a panorama of black, gray, and silver-sheen rock.

      “Just like the rock pillars in the Esther warp gate,” Cassandra murmured as she leaned on Eliard to pull herself up, and the pair wobbled together.

      It would have been a dark planet were it not for the silver sheen of strange minerals in the rock, metamorphic, like ancient basalt or rock-glass produced from lava flows. They were on a thin strip of a plateau that ended abruptly in the jagged teeth of rocks that fell toward a canyon, and on the other side, there were similar stacks and spires of the same dark geology.

      And everything is covered in signs… Cassandra gasped and pointed with her free hand at what sat just next to her boot, inscribed into the stone itself. “El, look…”

      It was a carving, perfectly etched like a laser cut: a curl that had been broken and cross-hatched with ugly, sharp lines. The agent had seen such designs somewhere before. It hurt her head to look at, but when she looked away, she saw that there was another, not a foot away, and another, and another…

      “The Valyien sigils…” Eliard agreed. “The same ones that are on the warp pillars, and their warp gates…”

      Cassandra nodded. “But it looks like the whole planet is covered in them…” she said. “Or at least as far as I can see…”

      She was right. Every surface of the black and silver rock, from the uneven floor to the pillars to the walls and even the tumbledown boulders, was similarly etched with the uneven alien designs. Cassandra had no idea how big this planet was—big enough to have human-normal gravity and oxygen, presumably—but the effort it must have taken to do all of this was incredible. More than one lifetime’s work. An eon, perhaps.

      But the marked, scarred planet was only one piece of the strange puzzle they faced. The sky was cloudless and seemingly nighttime, and yet even without clouds or artificial lights, there were no visible stars. It was just…blank.

      “I don’t understand…” Cassandra said. “Stars are obscured by light pollution, barriers, or atmosphere.” But there was no roil or miasma of clouds above her. Did that mean that they were inside something? A black dome of some kind?

      “And, uh… Cass?” Eliard wasn’t looking up at the mystery above but was instead casting around behind them.

      “What is it?” She could hear the worry in his voice.

      “Well, the only time I have used the Valyien warp gates before, they took me to another warp gate…one under Branton, actually.”

      “Planet Branton? Your home world?” Cassandra said quickly. “There’s no Imperial Coalition record of any archaeological Valyien sites there…”

      “Yeah, long story, but I think that there’s good evidence to suggest that the Coalition is seeded with them. Anyway.” Eliard shook his head as if it wasn’t as important as what he had to get off his chest, right now. “Always a warp gate. The warp plasma was always contained within the gate, like a circle, sometimes with pillars as well…”

      “Okay…” Cassandra nodded slowly, trying to see where he was going with this.

      Eliard looked at her in alarm. “Well? Where’s the warp circle? Where are the pillars?” He spread out his Device arm and wheeled it around the available scenery.

      There was nothing. No difference in any of the features that Cassandra could see, anywhere near them. No sign of a perfectly-inscribed circle, and no standing pillars like at Esther, and no caught bubble of warp plasma, dangerously swirling to itself in a constant, impossible interplay.

      Well, no signs apart from the ones etched all over the surface of this planet, Cassandra thought.

      And no black stone warp pillars aside from every stack, rock, chimney, and outcrop of rock that she could see for miles in every direction…

      “By the void…” she gasped, as the pirate confirmed what she had been thinking.

      “I think that this whole place is a warp gate…” he said, and his voice sounded small compared to the enormity of what he was saying.

      “But how is that even possible?” Cassandra said.

      “Who knows with the Valyien? How is any of it possible at all?” Eliard shook his head, thinking furiously. “I concentrated on going back to where it began.”

      “Where what began?” Cassie asked.

      “The Valyien. The warp gates. All of the danger that we’ve been facing,” he said, swallowing nervously. “You know what… I’ve got a feeling that this place, wherever this might be, is the home world of the Valyien themselves…”

      Flash! Suddenly, something changed on the horizon. There was a light, small but intensely bright compared to the dark sky. Cassie gasped at the sudden intrusion, and they turned to watch a flaring ball of light ascend from behind a rocky wall, throwing deep shadows as it climbed higher and higher—like a rocket, or a meteorite seen in reverse.

      The light ascended higher and higher into the dark void, growing steadily smaller as it did so.

      “It’s leaving the planet…” Eliard muttered, and Cassandra had to agree, as she saw the light slowly describe an ever fainter and fainter arc across the sky. That, she knew, was one of the signs of a ship or a rocket or a drone leaving a planet’s gravity well. Planets were, by definition and the forces of gravity, circular, so any object moving in a fixed trajectory—straight up or straight out—always looked as though it was curving to the eyes of someone on the planet’s surface.

      The light grew smaller and smaller, but remained hard and bright, and didn’t twinkle as most normal rockets or drones did as they passed through layers of atmosphere.

      Another flash, and suddenly a flare of bluish light spread out from the ever-decreasing star, fading as it did so.

      “Was that a rocket burn?” Cassie asked, before Eliard disagreed.

      “No. That was that object leaving a very light meson field…” he said, and Cassandra instinctively knew that he was right. Mesons could be generated and held in varying static charges to create forcefields and particle beams capable of cutting through solid metal if another energy was given to them, but at their lightest levels, they would merely act as a containment or a decontamination field.

      And they would keep everything inside of it pressured… Cassandra swore.

      “We’re inside a meson field. That’s why there’s no apparent atmosphere, but there is still gravity. We’re inside a massive containment zone—maybe this whole planet is!”

      “Holy crap…” Eliard said, though not because it was technically impossible. Various parts of the Imperial Coalition did similar things themselves anyway, with the metal moonlet that was Armcore Prime having an encircling meson field maintained and projected by a few thousand satellite drones, as well as a few habitats using meson fields as domes over their docking ports to make the complicated procedure of spaceships docking and departing that much easier…

      But an entire world? the pirate found himself thinking. A world that was big enough to have its own gravity, clearly. That would mean an insane amount of satellite drones necessary to produce and constantly maintain the meson field. Either that, or the energy source available to the Valyien had to be incredible. Far more than even the Helion Generator. Eliard thought of the constantly-moving energy station that collected energy from a binary star system back in the Imperial Coalition.

      The departing star, or ship, or whatever it had been was now just a faint dot that moved across the curve of the sky. It was outside this planet’s meson field… Eliard frowned. “Hey, I thought the reason that we couldn’t see any stars was because there was a meson field in the way…” he said out loud. “How come we can still see that, then?”

      Cassandra murmured that she didn’t know, until the light grew so faint that it was hard to track at all—

      And then it happened.

      There was an almighty light that lit up the sky like the wrath of god.

      “Gah!” Both Eliard and Cassandra staggered, clutching at their eyes. It was like watching a supernova, only not so violent, and there were no boiling clouds of gases.

      Within micro-seconds, the light had retracted, thinning into a narrow curve that spread out across the entire hemisphere, like…

      Like it had hit the edge of something… Cassandra was thinking. Light traveling in a curving arc around something, and then flashing out into darkness.

      What did that remind her of?

      “No way,” Cassandra said.
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        * * *

      

      With the after-glare of the light explosion, and the subsequent arc of light still etched into their minds as securely as the Valyien sigils were etched into the rocks beneath their feet, it was hard for Eliard to ignore the validity of what Cassandra was saying.

      “Hawking radiation,” the House Archival agent said once again.

      “Go on.” Eliard nodded.

      “When energy hits a black hole, it is torn apart and sucked past the point of no return, to the singularity at the heart of the black hole, right?” the agent said. “It was always assumed that no energy could escape a black hole, that it was transmuted and translated into something else…”

      “Somewhere else,” the captain added dourly.

      “Well, back sometime in Old Earth history, an astrophysicist successfully proved that wasn’t the case with pure energy, with the highest concentrations of sub-atomic particles,” Cassandra explained. “When the particles hit the black hole, they get scattered just as you saw, in a decreasing arc around the event horizon as their energy becomes spent, and they fall into the singularity, but one very unique and very particular band of energy is thrown back.”

      Eliard watched as she made a pulling apart gesture with her two fists.

      “That Hawking radiation is insanely powerful. Something that is capable of escaping a black hole. If you could harness it, if you could capture it…”

      “That’d explain what’s powering the meson field, then…” Eliard nodded. “The Valyien have parked this world right outside an active black hole, and the meson field stops it from being sucked in, and they are harvesting the Hawking radiation from it…”

      That was it, Eliard knew. “That was where the Valyien began. Where their terrible warp gates began. Here. With that.” He nodded to the blackened sky above them.

      “So, all we got to do now is…work out how to turn it off!”

      It was a harder proposal than he had thought, especially when he heard himself say the words out loud in the strange night.
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        * * *

      

      The flashes that ascended into the dark sky, broke the meson field, and hit the distant black hole occurred every hour or so, from what Eliard could figure. It gave them a regular source of light, as well as a destination to head to.

      As soon as the pair had figured out what they had to do, they started on as straight a line as possible to the where the lights emerged from the horizon to curve outwards and upwards. Neither Eliard nor Cassandra knew how long it would take to get there, and if it wasn’t for the regular ‘stars’ that climbed up into the sky, they would never have known.

      “Six,” Eliard counted as the last one broke through the meson field, and both the pirate and agent turned their head and covered their eyes as they waited for the monumental glare of smashing light and escaping Hawking radiation.

      They were tired and their limbs ached, both from the trek they had pushed themselves through, as well as the shuddering memory of the agony they had gone through as they had traveled through the warp field itself. What made it worse was that neither of them had time or opportunity to bring any rations with them, and there didn’t even appear to be any water of any kind on this barren rock.

      Not that Eliard was sure that he would trust the water—or any foodstuffs—that he found on this living warp-planet, that was…

      As they had continued to walk, it seemed to both Eliard and Cassandra that the very air was charged with the sort of agitation you might feel before a heavy thunderstorm. It was a preternatural quiet, aside from the crunch, crunch, crunch of their boots on the rock. The captain’s teeth ached and felt thick like when near to a high-voltage power source.

      This whole planet looks to be a high-voltage power source. Eliard’s eyes once again slid over the nearest sigil that his feet passed.

      “El! Snap out of it. We’re there and you’ll want to see this…” Cassandra’s words stirred the captain to shake his head. He didn’t know if it was the weird environment or the fact that the entire planet was pregnant with warp energies, or just that he had been jumping and fighting and running for what seemed like days now, but he felt queasy and lightheaded, almost dreamlike.

      “Huh?” The pirate captain raised his head to look at what the agent was pointing towards, to see that they had indeed found the source of the light transmissions.

      It was a star port. Kind of. Only it wasn’t.

      The two small humanoid figures stood on the edge of a plateau that curved around a cradle of broken, black-rock hills, protecting a shallow bowl that might have once been an impact crater.

      Down there, occupying the majority of it, was another of the ziggurats of the ancient Valyien shrines, only it wasn’t just made of the bare rock formations like every other one that Eliard and Cassandra had seen. This was one of the ziggurats as it was when they were new, when they were fully functional.

      Instead of the dull featurelessness of the rock ziggurats, this one glittered with lights—many hundreds and thousands of tiny, pulsing lights that winked and flickered. Eliard got the impression that they were either lights of avenues, or porthole windows into a well-lit space station… The stepped walls of the ziggurat were crenelated with metal-like railings and walls—streets, perhaps. Eliard could see movement passing along them—rounded, dark humps that hovered and moved at efficient speeds. There was hardly any noise, but what there was, Eliard was sure that he could hear the hum and whirr of distant boosters or engines. Traffic.

      “Transporters,” Eliard said. “Or drones. Ships.”

      This was no Valyien shrine. This was a Valyien city.

      “There! Look, Eliard, look!” Cassandra pointed across the terraced cityscape to where there was an avenue of lights like a ramp that swept from halfway up one side of the ziggurat down to the plain. There appeared to be some sort of cavalcade moving steadily up the ramp. More floating and moving lights forming an escort for much smaller shapes inside.

      “Damn! I wish I had some auto-glasses!” Cassandra said, meaning the ubiquitous sort of magnifying lenses that were available from any ship’s locker in any Imperial Coalition ship in their own time.

      Which was probably a few hundred thousand years away, if not a few million! Eliard thought dismally. The enormity of what he was expecting himself to do, and what he was asking Cassandra Milan beside him to do, broke over him.

      “It looks like something big is going on, something important,” the agent beside him murmured, not noticing the captain’s apparent moment of doubt. “Maybe that is why the gate brought us here, and now? You said you wanted to go back to where the trouble began, right?”

      Eliard had always thought that he was good with trouble. Being a pirate, and learning how to rely on his wits, and yes, being what many others called ‘reckless,’ the dread Pirate Captain Eliard Martin had believed that he would be able to find the solutions to the problems as he always did—in the spur of the moment, doing what Ponos had initially chosen him to do in order to be the unlikely savior of the human race. It was his ability to consistently produce low-possibility, high-risk results and stay alive that had drawn Ponos to him.

      But now, looking at himself and the agent beside him, and looking at what they had to do—destroy an entire alien city—it appeared laughable.

      All I’ve got is the Device on my arm, he thought, looking at the stubborn node of blueish scales that covered his lower right forearm, completely enclosing his fist somewhere inside of it.

      And Cassandra, his heart said.

      “Come on, let’s get a closer look. There has to be a way down from here.” Eliard took a deep breath and nodded to where the plateau seemed to break, and a line of sloping rocks led to the city of the ancient Valyien themselves.
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      Eliard and Cassandra made their way past the strange rocks, their hands grabbing for fingerholds at the maddening edges of alien signs. This wasn’t a path that they were following, it was little more than a tumble of rocks and pulverized dust, but it was easy enough that they didn’t have to climb or jump.

      Even this far away, Eliard was still concerned they would be spotted. As they neared the plains, they saw that the Valyien ziggurat-city was even larger and more developed than they had originally thought. The ‘triangle’ of the central shape lost its exact climb and tapered away, so that each terrace extended further across the plain, dotted with black metal and black-block buildings so that it looked to the captain like a dizzying maze of exact proportions. Every ‘street’ had small spikes that ended in steadily-glowing lights, and every building held the dark shadows of rhomboid, metal doorways.

      There was no outer wall to this city, however, and no guards patrolling its outer circumference. Instead there were singular eight-sided ‘towers’ with darkened portholes, whose crown of spike-lights were a slightly redder color than what the pirate was thinking of as ‘streetlights.’

      Eliard hissed as they saw something moving down the functionalistic, complicated streets, and he drew a breath. The movement belonged to the transport shapes—the rounded shells of the hovering transports, which were the only round shapes he saw—whose underside glowed with a pinkish-crimson glow. Like warp engines, the captain thought.

      These rounded transports were about half the size of Eliard’s Mercury Blade, making them probably capable of carrying anywhere between five and twenty people at a push…if the people were humans.

      But the people of this city weren’t humans at all, were they?

      Eliard and Cassandra froze, crouched between the last two largest ‘natural’ boulders as one of the transports crossed a perfectly exact junction, turned, and paused before lowering itself down to the floor.

      A rhomboid of light appeared on one edge of the shell, describing a doorway, before the rhomboid slid out and down to form a ramp.

      And out walked one of the long-dead, ancient Valyien.

      The creatures were quadrupeds, Eliard was surprised to see. He had seen the inscriptions of the Valyien in the modern-era ziggurats of course, but for some reason, he had assumed that those were the fantastical descriptions of their alien spirits and gods, since he couldn’t fathom how such a strange race had ever managed to become so proficient or technologically advanced.

      This singular ancient Valyien—not so ancient, the captain reminded himself—stalked down the platform on four thin legs that were oddly jointed and seemed covered in nodules that could have been bones or glands, for all he knew. Its skin was a tan-grayish color, looking almost as dark as the rocks that they hid behind when it moved between the lights of the transporter doorway.

      It was also big, he saw. Much bigger than a human—about twice as tall and three times as long. The main hump of its body that held the four legs appeared oddly rounded and bulbous, and Eliard realized that it was wearing some sort of cloth harness across its hindquarters, one that glittered with what he would have called LED lights, revealing strange pouches and saddle bags.

      The thing’s torso, however, that swept straight up from the front two ‘legs’ appeared mostly bare and displayed a heavily muscled, milky-gray flesh that was crisscrossed with a simple cross-harness, a little like the Duergar battle-harnesses. It had two long arms that appeared to have one more elbow than a normal human’s, and when Eliard saw its head—

      “Dear heavens!” he hissed and flinched.

      Even a little over fifty meters away, there was an answering spasm from the Valyien, Eliard was sure, and he swore that the thing turned its gruesome head in their direction.

      The Valyien might have almost normal human arms—save the extra elbows, and the long groups of fingers like claws—but its head was far from human-normal. For a start, they had mandibles.

      Its head was small compared to the rest of its body, lighter in tone but still grayish like a cadaver, and elongated forward a little, reminding Eliard of a predator. Its mouth parts, however, were a flexing set of four mandibles, forming the four corners of a rectangle that opened and closed as it seemed to taste the strange airs in their direction.

      “Has it seen us?” Cassandra mouthed the words, her eyes wide with terror.

      Eliard was frozen, he didn’t have an answer, but stayed as still as he could and wished that he knew a way to stop his heart from beating and even his lungs from drawing a breath.

      On the thing’s head was a strange headdress made of more of the LED lights, holding folds of black cloth that hung down the sides of what might be the thing’s temples and ears. From this distance, the pirate couldn’t see the thing’s eyes with any great accuracy, but he imagined them to be beady and glittering with malice.

      Flash!

      Suddenly everything lit up as the apex of the ziggurat city—a place of closely built, black-metal towers—burst into staggering brilliance as another of the ‘stars’ were shot straight up into the heavens with a sound like the growl of thunder.

      Both Eliard and Cassandra gasped and fell back to the dirt, temporarily blinded and their eyes weeping with the near brilliance of it. After-images of crenelated buildings and harsh, white light burned in the captain’s retina as he rubbed at his face.

      When both he and Cassandra thought that they could finally see again with any accuracy—in reality, only a few heartbeats later, but it had felt like forever—they looked up to see a rising comet of burning energy, now the size of Eliard’s fist, far above them. It grew steadily smaller and smaller as it ascended just as all of its brethren had, and then the scattered flare as it passed through the distant blue meson field and carried along its way to the distant black hole.

      It’s like a power station, Eliard thought. This whole city is a massive power station.

      “El, look. It’s gone. The Valyien is gone…” Cassandra was saying, and when the pirate returned to the crack between the two boulders, he saw that she was right. There was the rounded shell of the transporter with its glowing undercarriage that illuminated the exact streets and buildings all around it, but of the Valyien, there was no sign.

      “It must have gone down one of the streets, or stepped back inside the transport,” Eliard said, although he was still spooked by its apparent ability to disappear.

      Not that we have much opportunity to worry about that now… He looked up at the ball of light, now nothing more than a moving star—the only pinprick of light in the heavens.

      “Be ready…” Eliard said, nodding ahead. “It won’t be long now…”

      Cassandra nodded that she understood. Any moment now, and it would look as though the entire universe was opening above their heads, and the glare would be blinding, but it would quickly dissolve into that long, shallow arc of dying light.

      It was their chance to move, the captain thought. Of course, he had no idea at all what effect that Hawking radiation or the light display would have on the city or the seeming guard towers of the Valyien. Maybe nothing. Maybe it would help the guard towers, and not blind them, but it was the only variable in an otherwise torturous situation. The pirate captain had to rely on his instincts.

      The light from the separated particles was dazzling and harsh. He would bet any creature that used eyeballs and eyelids would have to avert their gaze when it happened…

      Eliard hoped, anyway.

      Just when it would appear that the star of energy produced by the Valyien city had faded from visible sight, suddenly there was an almighty Flash! And the heavens lit up with glaring brightness. Eliard had been waiting for this moment and didn’t bother to look up or shield his eyes as he grabbed the agent’s wrist with his one remaining human hand. They sprinted out from the boulders, heading straight for the nearest avenue of dead rock into the city of Valyien, where it all began…
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      The buildings are odd, the captain thought. Too odd. For one thing, they were clearly built for a larger biology than him and Cassandra. The doorways that they passed were all at least eight feet high, narrower at their top arch than the wider rhomboidal bottoms. Perhaps it was to negotiate the Valyien’s hindquarters, Eliard thought with a hint of unease.

      Nothing about the Valyien that he had seen or heard of so far made sense. How did these creatures become masters of warp technology? How did they manipulate their technology? How had they become the masters of the galaxy for so many thousands of years?

      Each building soared above them, easily six or eight meters high, and each one exact and formal. No curves, no rounded edges, even though they clearly had the industry to manufacture them. The pirate captain felt like he was an ant, running through the land of the gods.

      The materials of the buildings were also strange to Eliard’s eye. Not that he was an engineer or a technician by any stretch of the imagination, but growing up in the Imperial Coalition had accustomed his eyes to poly-steels and crystal-glass. These metals and black rock veined with silver was unlike any resource he had seen before, except in the sunken ziggurats.

      With a shiver of dread, he realized that the various sunken ziggurats that he had found himself in back in the ‘present’—as Eliard was thinking of the Imperial Coalition that he and Cassandra had stepped out from—had each been…occupied.

      By nightmare creatures just like the one that they had seen, and that had apparently disappeared before their very eyes.

      Tritho, Epsilon G3-ov, Esther… Eliard shivered as he crouched in front of Cassandra beside one of the perfectly rectangular buildings. With a start, he realized that even his home world of Branton must have had the alien claw-feet of the Valyien scuttling across its surface at some point in the distant pre-history of the Milky Way Galaxy. It had only been a small warp gate in comparison to the others he had seen, no strange black pillars like the others had, but still…

      The pirate Lord General of House Martin was glad that he would probably never sleep in his old suite of rooms ever again, as well as thankful that he had never known what dangers lurked beneath him throughout his childhood.

      “El?” whispered Cassandra, waking him from his reverie. Her face was pale and spooked, but it seemed that the worst of the warp pains had finally left them both. Now, the primary thing they had to deal with was terror and exhaustion.

      And the fact that they were infiltrating an enemy city and surrounded by creatures that could probably rip them limb from limb with apparent ease…

      Whub-whub-whub… Cassandra hadn’t just been trying to shake Eliard from his preoccupations, however, but indicating to him that something was coming.

      Crap, the pirate captain thought as a pinkish-crimson glow appeared at the mouth of one of the perfect crossroad junctions. It had to be one of their strange transport machines and even though they were small and crouched against the wall, Eliard knew that their organic shapes would stick out like a sore thumb in this perfectly austere landscape without litter or trees or any street furniture of any kind.

      “Where do we go?” Cassandra was already turning to see if they could make it to the end of the building and the next perfect crossroads junction in time.

      Whub-whub-whub-… The light was growing stronger, and Eliard saw movement.

      “The doorway, quick!” he hissed. They both dove for the tall rhomboidal door with its comparatively small arch, but it was deep enough for two humans to flatten themselves against—

      Zsss! With a smooth metallic hiss, the archway lit up with a dull pink-crimson line, and the blackened metal slid downwards, spilling the two humans into the Valyien structure in a tangle of limbs—

      “Ooof!”

      And straight into the path of the Valyien occupier inside.
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      “Drekk!” Eliard rolled, just as Cassandra did the same in the opposite direction.

      Both humans had hit the floor with a painful thump, since it appeared made of nothing but solid rock, and as they had turned, they had seen that the inside of the ‘dwelling’ was mostly open plan, with separate counters and booths that displayed a variety of pinkish-glowing dials and controls.

      And one very angry Valyien, standing in the middle of the room with its humanoid torso arms raised above its head, and the four-part mandibles of its face flared open in apparent fury.

      Eliard’s shoulder hit the side of the wall as he rolled, and he threw the Device up above his face, half-expecting to feel one of the jabbing talons of the tall creature pierce his skin.

      He felt the kick of bones and tendons displacing and a wave of nausea spread through him as the Device reacted to his alarm, the blue scales flaring and changing, sliding over each other and producing thin, jet-black spikes as it evolved to prepare itself for hand-to-hand combat.

      Where’s my blaster pistols! a random thought berated Eliard. He had lost them somewhere, either in warp or on the Branton-that-will-be.

      But no attack came.

      “Cass!” he called out. Had the thing not hit him because it was concentrating its attacks on Cassandra?

      “El, shut up!” he heard the House Archival agent hiss sternly as he lowered the Device arm from protecting his face…to see that Cass was crouched opposite him beside one of the counters, looking up at the stilled body of the Valyien.

      “What—”

      “I think that it’s in some kind of stasis. Or hibernation or something…” Cassandra said, slowly, carefully, unfolding her limbs to peer around the counter at the statuesque creature that dominated the room.

      “It’s asleep!?” Eliard looked at the creature, and the weird position it was standing in. “Like that!?”

      The Valyien stood with its four hind feet on the floor just as the first one that they had seen had, but its humanoid double-jointed human arms were raised above its head as if it were about to break into song. A scary, aggressive song, admittedly.

      This one had the black-cloth harness and humped garb scored with straps and discrete lights just as the other one had, but it had no chest bandolier-harness or headdress.

      Is it some kind of social structure thing? Eliard couldn’t help to wonder. He also couldn’t imagine that these creatures, with their austere and drab surroundings, paid much attention to fashion.

      At this close distance, the two humans could see that the Valyien did indeed have forward-pointing heads, and they also had two small, beady black eyes in the front—a predator’s eyes, the captain thought—of their pale, cadaverous face.

      This one had its mandibles flared out, revealing the yellowing spikes and, inside, a smaller maw of sharp teeth. Eliard thought that they didn’t particularly look like vegetarians, either…

      Its torso was a mottled blue-gray and white, turning darker as the flesh swept to the thing’s legs and hindquarters. Eliard saw a complicated array of muscles and tendons clearly visible in its chest, and then—

      Thub-ub. Something shivered the thing’s chest. In fact, two somethings shivered, a split-second apart from each other in a syncopated rhythm.

      “Please tell me that wasn’t its heart.”

      “Hearts, I think.” Cassandra had now stood up, but she didn’t approach the thing. The Valyien was clearly still alive in some fashion. Or at least its body was.

      “The eyes…” Eliard said, keeping his Device in front of him as he unfolded from his crouch and stood but also didn’t dare to take a step forward.

      Cassandra saw immediately what Eliard meant. The Valyien had no eyelids that she could make out. It was staring straight at them…but then, why didn’t make a move? Why didn’t their movement wake it?

      “And just who can sleep with their arms above their head?” Cassandra whispered.

      “Well, if we haven’t woken it yet, I doubt that we will by whispering…” Eliard said, taking a slow side step around the Valyien, following the wall to the nearest countertop, keeping the Device raised and pointed at the creature all the time as he spared a glance at what he found there.

      The entire room was built for the passage of a large quadruped creature. The counters were as high as Eliard’s sternum and built like wide booths or stalls that the Valyien could clearly walk into and work at.

      Eliard saw the counters were made of the strange steely gray-and-black metal that the race favored so much, but that it had depressed and exaggerated ‘buttons’ built into it, each with more of the strange, maddening, perfectly-etched glyphs. The captain started to raise his hand over them.

      “Don’t,” Cassandra hissed at him with such vehemence as to make him stop precisely what he was doing.

      “We don’t want to do anything to wake the stars-damned thing up now, do we?” she said sternly.

      “No, no, I guess not,” Eliard said, looking over to what Cassandra’s countertops apparently held.

      Plates and bowls of smoothed and carved black stone. They stood out in a city that was mostly precise and straight edged—and they were also, apparently, still in use.

      “Eurgh!” Cassandra hurriedly stepped back from where she had leaned over to inspect it, gagging as she covered her moth with her hand.

      “What is it?”

      “Food? I think?” She shook her head after taking several deep breaths. “But it looks horrible. Like offal. Meat. It’s got fungus growing on it!”

      Only then did Eliard realize that there was some slight aroma to the air, almost like a delicate perfume—sweet, overripe, but not meaty. It must be the strange atmosphere of this place, he thought, killing scents. Either that, or the stones and the metal all around them had strange properties that he couldn’t even hope to understand.

      “So…either the thing has been asleep for a really long time, or…” Eliard grimaced. He had been right earlier that the Valyien really weren’t vegetarians.

      Where do they keep their cattle? the thought bloomed in his mind, just as there was a sound from behind them.

      Zsss! Purple and crimson light flooded the room as the front and only door to the ‘house’ slid down into the floor once more, just as it had with them.

      Eliard dropped to his knees behind the counter he had been about to mess with and saw the flash of blonde hair as Cassandra did the same.

      Another Valyien stepped into the room and sniffed deeply at the air, as if it was searching for something. Or someone.
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      Eliard crouched behind the strange countertop and held his breath. He could only be barely six or eight meters away from the thing… How could it not hear him! His heart was loud and thumping in his ears, and he was certain that this new Valyien would be able to hear that even if it couldn’t hear any other movement he made.

      Or smell, he thought. The thing had sniffed, and then had paused.

      Eliard felt the unbearable nearness of the creature like the fear that you got when you performed your very first spacewalk, protected by your encounter suit and visor helmet but still aware of the abominable void, just inches away from your flesh.

      But then there was a scraping sound, followed by a complicated skitter of claws as the Valyien moved a little way off—toward its frozen colleague. The sound of harsh, wet, and almost labored breathing as the thing moved, and the shuffle of cloth and the click of tools or straps.

      These things made a lot of noise, Eliard realized—thankful in part that they had such huge bodies and many compound legs as he let himself breathe out slowly, keeping his mouth open so that when he breathed in, it was just the faintest whisper of oxygen that passed into his lungs.

      More wet, sighing breathing that was almost a whistle, and the scrape of metal on metal.

      Millimeter by millimeter, Eliard edged his head around the side of the counter, peering up with just one eye strained to see what the thing was doing.

      And he wished that he hadn’t, a heartbeat later when he realized what it was.
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        * * *

      

      This new arrival wore the same headdress that the very first living Valyien Eliard and Cassandra had ever seen wore. It was also outside, and had used the transporters, Eliard’s brain thought. Did that mean that there were two classes of these Valyien? Some that wore the headdresses and moved freely about the city in their glowing, floating transporters, and others that stayed in their houses—frozen?

      Given what little he understood of ancient Valyien history, Eliard knew that they had conquered and enslaved half of the galaxy with apparent ease before their war with the Q’Lot. And he knew that they had sought to take their slave races—the Duergar, mostly—with them when they had made the alchemical transformation into their own ab-dimension.

      If they were so warlike, and so tyrannical, he thought, then it probably stands to reason that they also were pretty awful to their own people as well. Every dictator had to start somewhere, after all…

      This new Valyien had pulled two contraptions from the saddle pouches on its back, and Eliard watched as it fiddled with its long, prehensile claws to fit them together. They appeared to be octagonal shapes, like stubby tubes, one of which was far wider and appeared to be some kind of base unit for the other.

      With a click and whirr, the headdress Valyien had figured it out with much labored, whistling breathing and then, with a heavy grunt, raised itself on its hindmost legs.

      Eliard had seen the carved reliefs of other Valyien inside of the Epsilon G3-ov ziggurat of this race standing just like this, but somehow seeing them in the flesh, he hadn’t thought that it was possible.

      There was the sound of loud, grinding pops of whatever internal skeleton the thing had, and the Valyien now stood another meter and a half taller than even the frozen one in front of it. Its forward ‘legs’ were now a second pair of arms with much larger talons than the ‘hands,’ but Eliard could see that they, too, had strange double-jointed elbow-knee joints, and that the claws, although bigger, were just as prehensile as the thing’s fingers.

      Four arms. Just like the Q’Lot, an errant thought made the captain wonder.

      The headdress-Valyien stepped forward to grasp the frozen Valyien with its once-legs-now-midriff arms by the sides of the chest in a curiously grotesque embrace, while its more humanoid arms lifted the tubular device, and…

      Eliard’s eyes widened as he realized what the new Valyien was going to do, a moment before it did it. The creature held the contraption in both hands as it swept them down, plunging the thing into the grayish skin of the thing’s chest with a spurt of black ichor and the crunch of flesh.

      “Screch!” The frozen Valyien might have been unable to see or hear the two human interlopers, but having something plunged through its chest cavity was enough to wake it up, apparently. It spat and its mandibles suddenly flared wider as it tried to raise itself on its own hindmost legs like the one in front of it.

      But the headdress attacker had it held firmly with their front legs/bottom arms, and although the thing was struggling and writhing in agony, making more whistling and hissing noises in alarm, it could not break free.

      It couldn’t even lower its arms, Eliard saw, as it indeed tried, but there was a shimmer of air around its wrists like a heat haze or a mirage, spreading up to the ceiling. That was when Eliard finally noticed the metal rondels directly above the trapped Valyien, which must have been projecting some kind of localized gravity field.

      Is this a murder? Are we watching a crime? the pirate captain thought, breathing shallowly as his heart pounded. The wounded Valyien and its attacker were making so much noise, however, that it was impossible for anyone to not notice them.

      No. This looks more like a punishment… he thought, as the attacker held onto the trapped other while the device embedded in its chest started to shed light and whirr ominously.

      The contraption’s base unit had several rotating parts in attached octagonal disks, and dull green lights flared along its shell as it performed whatever horrid operation it was designed for.

      Dear Stars, Eliard swore as he saw the contraption start to extend backwards, revealing a clearer glass or plastic inner, filling up with some dark ichor.

      Blood. That thing is draining blood. The captain’s stomach turned over in disgust. This wasn’t a crime, it was more like a harvesting.

      There was a bit of movement from the other side of the room, and Eliard saw that the lighter bob of Cassandra’s head had appeared around the distant countertop, looking as appalled as he was at what she saw. She caught his eyes, then nodded to the open doorway, still filled with pinkish-crimson light.

      Through it, Eliard could see that the transport was still ‘parked,’ hovering outside with its ramp extended almost to the sill of the open door. He could see a little of the interior, lit with more ruddy-pink, orange, and green lights, and more countertop controls. Cassandra’s point appeared obvious.

      They should make a run for the transport, and use it to get out of here…

      As the struggling Valyien made more gurgling noises and its limbs started to shake and slacken in its attacker’s arms, the two humans raised from their crouches and started to move towards the door. Eliard’s legs flared with pain as blood flowed back into them. Maybe it was all of the warp jumps that he had performed recently, or maybe it was the weakening effect that the Device had on him, but whatever it was, he stumbled, and one boot scuffed on the floor as he caught at the countertop to avoid from falling—

      A hand slapped over one of the raised metal buttons, and all hell broke loose.
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      As soon as the captain’s hand brushed across the countertop, a beam of red-pink light shot up from the table and something started happening to the opposing wall. Sections that Eliard had thought were black stone turned out to be black metal and slid back to reveal more steel devices, some of them long and thin and held by hooks, others octagonal and squat and sporting wires. Some kind of workshop or tool-store, perhaps.

      “Skragh!?” The headdress Valyien flinched, turning to snarl at the sudden distraction to its gruesome business and letting go of the dying Valyien to raise its arms towards the captain instead. Its victim gurgled and shook, with the blood-sucking contraption still pumping away in the center of its chest…

      “Drekk!” Eliard had a moment to say, just as something crashed over the back of the Valyien’s head.

      Cassandra had hefted one of the heavy stone bowls and thrown it at the creature about to disembowel Eliard, but aside from the grunt of pain, it appeared to do little as the Valyien whipped its torso around and one of its heavier midriff arms snapped out.

      The Valyien was large, and any normal human wouldn’t be able to reach Cassandra, but the thing’s reach and power were immense as the House Archival agent was buffeted back by the blow, her feet actually lifting off the floor as she slammed across the countertop of rotten meat.

      “Cass!” Eliard shouted in dismay, reacting instinctively to charge at the far bigger enemy.

      He threw the Device-arm out in a windmill punch, one that struck the thing across the shoulder and he heard the pleasing crunch of something and the guttural gasp of pain as the creature staggered back. Eliard had decapitated the ECN with this Device, and the Enhanced Cognitive Network had been a purpose-built metal mecha.

      But it had been a lot smaller than the Valyien, his brain reminded him as the creature rounded on him, throwing whirling strikes with its heavy midriff arms as its higher humanoid arms descended.

      “Drekk!” Eliard raised the Device just in time to batter away the falling fists, but the shock still felt like being hit by a falling meteorite as he was pushed back, skidding across the floor. His back thumped against the wall.

      “Skrak!” The thing wet-whistled and pounced forward, humanoid arms raised high in the air in another overhead smash that—for just a fraction of a second—made it look a little like its dying victim, only much, much more alive.

      Fa-THOOM! Eliard hadn’t even realized that the Device had changed until it activated right in front of him, scales swirling and clacking around each other as the tines opened to reveal the ‘maw’ of small scale-teeth where his fist should be. There was an explosion of white and purple light as the Device turned itself into an energy weapon, and the shot became a beam of light that punched a hole straight up, and through, the chest of the headdress Valyien.

      “Ayurkh!” The thing’s upper chest exploded with gray viscera and black ichor, spinning in the air as it tumbled to thump against the wall and roll to the floor beside Eliard.

      THOOM! Still panicking, Eliard shot it again for good measure, and this time, it didn’t even twitch or gurgle or move at all.

      Silence settled over the room, and the steam of laser fire rose lazily into the air for a long moment.

      “You about done over there?” groaned a voice, and Eliard saw Cassandra push herself up from the side of the counter she had fallen over, a disgusted look on her face. “I think some of that stuff got on me.” She shook one of her arms.

      “Better than becoming the next juice drink or whatever it is that they were doing…” Eliard heaved himself from the floor, keeping the Device in its energy-weapon configuration and pointed at the Valyien.

      “I think you can safely say that it’s dead, Eliard.” Cassandra limped a little out towards the door. “You blew a hole straight through it.”

      “Can’t be too careful.” Eliard looked darkly at both the form on the floor and the one still hanging by its wrists. The blood donor had apparently done its work now and was stilled, but Eliard saw no need to try to cut the monster down.

      “Come on, the Device wasn’t quiet, and I don’t know whether this thing was just stopping off to have a snack or was on a rota…” Cassandra moved towards the door, the captain behind her. “If we can operate their transporter things, we might be able to move about this crazy, horrible city without attracting too much attention.”

      Eliard nodded that he understood. The transports didn’t appear to have portholes or windows. None of these creatures would be able to see in. Hopefully.

      “Do you think you can fly it?” Cassandra stepped up to the door and looked across to the still-open archway of the transport, with its banks and counters of pink and green lights and squiggles.

      Eliard gritted his teeth in a savage grin. “If it’s in the air, I can fly it,” he promised.
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      As it turned out, Eliard was only partly correct. He might have been able to fly anything that flew, but things that hovered were another matter.

      KERUUNCH!

      “Spitting hell, El!” Cassandra bounced off one of the consoles, accidentally initiating the door control to once again illuminate with pinkish-red light and slide open. There was a horrible grating sound as the door ramp that descended juddered against the stone streets outside.

      “Dammit!” The agent quickly swiped her hand over the controls that she thought she had hit, and the ramp and door returned to its much safer, closed position.

      “If you can’t operate the doors, I don’t see why you’re having a go at me for my flying abilities!” El muttered angrily, once again attempting to wrestle the four octagonal rondel-shapes that sat center stage at what he thought must be the ‘prow’ of the vehicle. To be honest, it was hard to tell which end was the front, and it had taken him no small amount of time to figure that these large shapes were in fact the steering and thrust controls all in one.

      Almost ergonomic, really, he was forced to consider. No separate controls for engine thrust and directionality. Well, ergonomic if you had an available four arms to play with…

      “It would help if you could keep us going in a straight line!” Cassandra snapped back.

      So far, the transporter had managed to move in an almost-straight line down the avenue of streets, and Eliard was at last grateful for the fact that the interior layout of the Valyien city was so regular. They had only made two turns, trying to reach the wide avenue of the city where Cassandra had spotted the procession.

      “Which will probably all be over by now anyway…” Eliard muttered under his breath, but if he was trying to bait the House Archival agent behind him, he received no response at all.

      The interior of the transporter held little in the way of comfort, and instead there were banks of these metal control desks with lit-up octagonal shapes or bars, each with more of the strange sigils etched onto their surface. If Eliard had been worried that there were no portholes or windows—which he had been—then he needn’t have. As soon as they walked into the room, a glowing green technical visualization appeared over the rounded ‘walls’ in each of the cardinal directions, showing him a map of the city in that route.

      The transport is always at the center, Eliard had quickly surmised, unwittingly finding out a lot about the psychology of the drivers as he did so. And in that center, there was always the Valyien operator… Eliard shouldn’t be surprised at their arrogance.

      “It means that the whole universe always revolves around them,” he whispered as he once again moved his hands over the rondels, moving quickly to tap and caress the second set of four before moving back to the first ‘forward’ set to initiate a turn towards their destination.

      “It means that they can go anywhere…” Cassandra picked up on his trail of thought.

      “Huh?”

      “Think about it. We don’t know how far back we’ve gone into the Valyien timeline, but they seem to be very advanced already, right?” she explained. “And if this is how they think, what they believe, then it means that the whole universe is open for their exploration. Anywhere.”

      “Any when,” Eliard agreed. Somehow, the House Archival agent’s analysis didn’t fill him with confidence.

      They were getting closer, though, as the promenade in front of them appeared on the forward visualization as a large and slow ramp that swept downwards, out to the very outskirts of the city.

      “How do they know that they’re not running anyone over?” Eliard growled, annoyed that the map appeared to only be territorial, not a life or motion sensor.

      “Wait a minute, let me…” Cassie started swiping buttons in quick succession to see what they did.

      “Wait—” Eliard said, just as the lights inside the transporter blared bright, and then there was a high-pitched mechanical chime and behind them in the ‘main cabin,’ four pinprick beams of meson light skewered down from the roof to the floor, and then proceeded to spread until they had formed a large rectangular, solid meson-field box.

      “Sheesh, thank the stars neither of us was half standing in that…” Eliard said, his brow sweating as he said so. It was hot in here. The Valyien liked things warm, apparently.

      “It’s a cell.” He could hear Cassandra’s grimace without even looking at her. “This thing is, like, a security transport or something.”

      “But we never saw any other kind of transport when we were approaching the city from the outside, did we?” he called out. It was true. They had only seen these large shapes. Surely that meant that either the whole city was on some kind of police lockdown, which might explain the captured Valyien, destined to be bled dry by one of the headdress-wearing ones, or it meant that the Valyien society didn’t even have anything other than slaves and headdress soldiers…which also wouldn’t have surprised Eliard one little bit.

      The next attempt by Cassie, however, proved more fruitful, as the visualizations around them suddenly flared with pinkish dots of color.

      “Oh crap.” Eliard immediately lifted both hands off the octagonal rondel shapes, and the transport craft stopped precisely in mid-float.

      The pinkish dots up ahead were moving, huddling, breaking apart and recombining in that organic way that crowds did, the captain saw. And they were also only another turn in the streets away. They appeared to be lining the wider promenade, where another set of pinkish lights—this time each with tiny, bright yellow triangle markers floating over them—continued to move sedately past them.

      “We’re not too late,” Eliard said. “It must be some kind of ritual performance or something…”

      But a part of Eliard’s mind picked at the fact that each of the ‘ritual’ processors had those tiny yellow triangle markers. Like a targeting computer, he thought. Did that mean that the Valyien recognize these OTHER Valyien as an enemy of some kind?

      “I think I got a handle on the doors now…” Cassandra said optimistically, first managing to add another meson cell next to the one already behind them, and then finding the controls to open the ramp-door, which slid down with an easy mechanical hiss.

      Eliard would have preferred to be able to park the transport properly, or to hide it somewhere a little less obtrusive, but at the end of the day, he was a pirate and was more concerned with getting away from the scene of the crime than covering it up. With just one look at Cassandra and a nod, he took the lead out the door and down the ramp, keeping the Device—which was their only weapon—raised in front of them.
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      The streets of the Valyien city were noisier then the stilled, exact silence of the first neighborhood that they had entered. But it was still by no means loud. If anything, both Eliard and Cassandra found it to be creepy.

      There was a distant sighing whisper coming from the promenade that reminded Eliard of hundreds of talons making small movements on the stone below, as well as the soft sigh of black cloth, nothing else. Whatever the Valyien were doing out there, they weren’t exactly cheering. Or even talking.

      “Come on, we can get a better look by cutting around...” Cassandra nodded, not towards the promenade but up one of the adjacent side streets where a small ramp led to the next terraced level above—just a few streets away from where the main promenade continued its upward sweep to the top of the ziggurat.

      Eliard and Cassandra ran, trying to keep their movements as slow and as smooth as they could as they turned up the ramp and got to the top before turning back to find that they could look down one of the streets to where the procession was still climbing up from beneath them.

      They were both out of breath, since this city was designed for far bigger beings than them.

      “What the…” Cassandra pulled up short suddenly at what she saw. “No. I don’t understand…”

      Eliard joined her but didn’t share her complete confusion at the sight. In fact, he thought that the agent’s alarm was probably due to the fact that she had spent so long around these beings, even making friends with some of them—if such a thing was even possible.

      Walking sedately up the ramp towards them was a large contingent of the Q’Lot, the ancient enemy of the Valyien as far as everyone knew. But here, in front of them, with the crowds of the still, silent Valyien lining the streets beside them, it appeared that they were being treated like returning gods.
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      “They look the same as the others did...” Cassandra frowned. “As they do, I mean…”

      “As they will,” Eliard pointed out.

      The Q’Lot underneath them walked in a steady march, and they wore precisely the same white and silver, close-fitting suits that Eliard had seen the one Cassandra called the ‘Speaker’ wearing before. Only they were without the large blue bubble helmets that the Speaker had been forced to wear on the dry desert world of Esther.

      There is something eerily similar about the two races… Eliard narrowed his eyes as he mulled over what he was seeing before him. Neither appeared to like hot and dry conditions. They wanted warm and damp, like a sea.

      Both the Q’Lot and the Valyien had six limbs, which were broadly similar in function—two large humanoid ‘shoulder’ arms, and then two midriff limbs, which in the Valyien were heavy and clawed prehensile ‘legs’ that could also become arms, whilst in the Q’Lot were back-folding midriff arms like that of a praying mantis. And then, of course, two hindmost muscular legs that served the same purpose.

      They both had an off-white hue, which in the Valyien had become gray and mottled to a darker color, while in the Q’Lot had lightened to an almost white.

      Both, too, had the same beady black orbs of forward-facing eyes, as well as strange lower-face or mouth variants. The Valyien displayed their four-part mandibles, while the Q’Lot had their octopus-like tentacles. Both of their mouth parts seemed to constantly twitch and move as they walked, tasting the air or reacting to subconscious stimuli that neither alien race could control.

      “Cassie…” Eliard said under his breath. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

      “That depends on what you are seeing, El…” Her voice was tight with hurt and worry.

      The procession of Q’Lot below did not appear to be prisoners, and neither did they appear to be threatened at all by the crowds of assorted quadruped or raised in bipedal-mode Valyien. If anything, they appeared to look triumphant and congratulatory as they walked forward with great grace, fluttering their tentacles here and there about the crowd of enemy aliens, to be answered by a ripple of movement as the Valyien raised their heads and flared their mouth mandibles.

      It looked to be the sort of procession that you gave heroes, or truly honored guests, Eliard thought. Floating beside them were small octagonal ‘drones’ that emitted bright white radiance, falling on the upturned faces of the Valyien that waited there. These drones did not appear to be emitting any sort of gravity or meson field at all. They were just…decorative. These Q’Lot were clearly free to come and go as they wished.

      This must be from before their war, Eliard thought. I wonder what turned them from allies—closer than allies, dammit—to sworn enemies?

      Flash! The city around them lit up as another of the regular balls of energetic lights were fired into the heavens, there to pass through the distant meson field, and then strike the distant black hole to create the powerful Hawking radiation. It has to have something to do with that… Eliard thought.

      “They’re so alike.” Eliard nodded at the aliens below. “Well, not exactly alike, but…”

      “I know, I see that now…” Cassandra nodded. “It’s almost like they are two parts of the same species…”

      But they didn’t have much more time for speculation, as there was the sound of scuttling claws on stone coming towards them, and it seemed to be coming from everywhere.

      “Oh, crap…” Eliard grabbed Cassandra’s hand as four-legged shapes started to appear at the mouth of their street, clearly gathering to look at the procession as it crossed in front of them. Eliard saw their complicated legs and the cloth structures that they wore over their hindquarters. All the Valyien in front of them had the same headdresses as the one that they had killed, further reinforcing the pirate captain’s belief that there had to be some two-part society to the ancient Valyien.

      As yet, the Valyien ahead hadn’t seen them. They appeared agitated, their legs making small, near-constant movements as they jostled around each other.

      Slowly… Carefully… Eliard and Cassie eased backwards, moving as quickly as they dared while remaining silent. The Q’Lot beneath them were almost level with their position now, and the white radiance of their floating drone-lights could be seen hitting the cadaverous skin of the Valyien.

      Almost there… Eliard and Cassie pressed against one of the perfectly regular stone walls, right next to the corner that would obscure them and the approaching procession from view.

      “Skerrakha-khal…” The Valyien ahead appeared to ripple with excitement as the Q’Lot drew nearer. It was a perfect excuse for Eliard and Cassie to turn down the next street, keeping their enemy in sight until they knew that they were safely around the corner.

      Only they weren’t. Safe, that was.

      “Uh, Eliard?” the pirate captain heard Cassie say at his side as he turned back to look at her.

      And the approaching knot of Valyien bearing down on them.
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      “Khol-fa!” The middle Valyien hissed in its guttural, wet sort of voice as Eliard pushed Cassie behind him and raised the Device…

      But the leading Valyien—the one that appeared the largest and most angered at its sudden discovery—was already charging towards them. And Eliard realized in that moment that quadrupeds can cover a lot of distance when they really want to.

      Fa-THOOOM! He fired a ball of white-purple plasma at the approaching pack of Valyien as they thundered down the street towards them. Somewhere, a rising wail could be heard, and it sounded to Eliard’s pirate ears like an alarm.

      With a grunt, the lead Valyien vaulted clear over the ball of meson as it burst apart in its fellows, landing heavily on the black stone street just a little way from Eliard.

      “Skraaal!” it snapped, spinning one of its more humanoid upper arms in a backhanded blow that hit Eliard like a bar of iron.

      “Ooof!” He barely had time to raise the Device to block, but the blow still sent him spinning into the wall beside him.

      “Ssss!” He could hear the screams of aliens and smell burning as his head swum. Had the Device caused enough damage for a distraction?

      “Rakka-lal!” A snarl bore down on him, and Eliard threw himself sideways as the large talons of one of the Valyien’s middle ‘legs’ kicked the wall where he had been.

      “El, run!” It was Cassie, and as he turned back to confront his enemy, he saw that Cassie had vaulted onto the back of the Valyien, clutching one of its humanoid arms as she tried to wrestle the thing away from Eliard. It was ridiculous, however. The human woman was a fraction of the size of the larger alien, and the only advantage she had was that it couldn’t twist enough to get a grip on her.

      But Eliard couldn’t let her sacrifice herself for him. Far too many of his friends had a habit of doing that. He jumped forward, using the Device—still in its energy weapon configuration—as a fist as he hit the thing’s ribcages. One of them, anyway.

      The Valyien recoiled from the blow, and Cassandra was still gripped onto one of its arms, but these creatures could move easily from quadruped to bipedal. Eliard was drawing the Device back for another blow when the creature kicked out once more with its middle leg-arms as it reared up, its body making grisly popping noises as it settled its weight on its second pelvis and legs.

      THUMP. It was like getting kicked by a horse—not that the noble son of House Martin had ever been kicked by a horse, but he was sure that this was what it felt like. He felt something crack in his chest a moment before hitting the far wall, his head rebounding on the black stone and seeing stars.

      “El!” he heard Cassie shout in alarm as he slid to the floor and struggled to open his dimming eyes. Not like this. Don’t go out like this…

      He saw that the large now-bipedal Valyien in front of him was now joined by another, not as large but just as menacing. As Eliard looked on in fear and tried to shout out something to warn her, this second Valyien casually plucked the House Archival agent from its comrade’s back and squeezed her in a bear hug against its chest. Cassie was trying to struggle and shout, but it was clearly too painful.

      Eliard forced his Device arm up, unsure of what he could shoot at—

      THUMP! Another Valyien that he hadn’t seen hit him around the side of the head, and then Eliard didn’t see anything at all…
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      Flash!

      Captain Eliard Martin was shocked awake by a sudden brilliance of light as the night skies above them erupted.

      Only it isn’t night, is it? He remembered. It was just that this world didn’t have a sky, because the distant black hole that it was parked around had eaten it.

      He groaned, blinked, and was grateful for the fact that he could move, even if his head did feel like it had been hollowed out and rung like a bell.

      Oh yeah, one of those ugly things hit me… He was amazed that he was still alive. Why hadn’t they killed him then and there? He was still fuzzy and not thinking straight, clearly, but the next memory cut through everything like a knife.

      “Cassie!” He opened his eyes fully and saw that he was in a cell. And that he was alone. Just like all the other Valyien buildings that he had seen, this one was made of the same silver-sheened black stone with a gray metal floor. There was no acquiescence to comfort, and it was a perfect, exact cube with a glittering blue meson field that he could dimly see through occupying one entire wall.

      Where had the flashes come from? he wondered as he struggled to his feet, before he saw, far above him, that the room he was tapered into a chimney, which appeared open to the elements. I might be able to climb that, with the mutant help of the Device… was his next thought. And as soon as I’m out of here, I’ll find a way to locate Cassie, and…

      His gaze swept down to his arm, which should already be changing and morphing into what he needed to escape, but the Device remained stubbornly unresponsive. It sat on the end of his arm like a heavy weight, as if it had never been anything other than a strange shell-like growth.

      It looked different in the shimmering blue light of the meson field, and Eliard tried to work out if it was just the light or…

      No, it feels different too, he realized, raising the Device up to his face. It’s colors, which were usually varying shades of cerulean and midnight blue, each scale glossy to the eye, now appeared dulled and almost lifeless. As if the color had been drained out of it.

      Or it had died. The thought worried him. Impossible! Eliard felt a tremor of anxiety run up and down his body. It couldn’t have died. He was still alive, wasn’t he? And the Device was plugged in to his own biology, wasn’t it? He was melded with it in ways that he still didn’t understand. How could it have died or stopped working when the rest of him was okay?

      Surprisingly okay. In fact, Eliard moved his hand to his chest where he could feel a sensitive scrape near the center of his chest. He prodded it and winced, but it was the wince of a painful bruise, not broken ribs and ruptured lungs.

      And I was kicked by one of those ugly drekkers pretty much full force… Eliard recalled. He could remember feeling—and hearing, disgustingly enough—the bones in his chest crack.

      Not that this miraculous healing wasn’t particularly unusual in his own more modern times, the captain knew. There were any number of nano-drone treatments that could repair the body in minutes from almost any injury. But aside from that, ever since Eliard had been infected with the blue-scale virus that had melded the Q’Lot Device to his arm, it had seemed as though the virus inside his body was doing the best to act like nano-drones: healing and preserving his body no matter how many injuries he subjected it to.

      So, the blue-scale virus inside of me must still be working, otherwise I would most probably be dead… he thought. But then, that begged the question: why wasn’t the Device reacting as it always had, morphing to help him escape?

      “Szarkh-arakhol!” There was a wet, guttural sneer of noise from the other side of the meson field, and Eliard turned to see that dark shapes had appeared, indistinct at first but coming closer in sharper and sharper detail until their strange bodies were dressed in the brilliant white-blue light of the energy field between them.

      Eliard saw that it was a knot of Valyien, their four-part mandibles flaring and flexing as they leaned in to examine him.

      “Yeah, take a good look, because it’ll probably be the first and last human that you ever see…” he muttered, raising the Device in their direction.

      There. He felt something, a tiny tremor of movement inside the alien tendons of his arm, as if the Device was trying its best to wake up but couldn’t.

      “Ssss!” Two of the Valyien jerked back from the field, but the third one, the smaller one, remained impassive and stared intently at him.

      There was something about being confined that made Eliard’s skin crawl. It grated against everything that the scion of House Martin held dear. It wasn’t just being held in a box and unable to fly, to be free as he loved about flying, it was also being watched. It reminded him of all of his childhood and youthful years being prodded and poked and examined as a rising star of the noble houses. He had rejected that attention and their expectations just as widely then as he did now.

      “I won’t be your lab-rat. Come on and get it over and done with!” Eliard snarled at them, angry at the situation, angry at the Valyien, and above all, angry at himself for getting into this mess.

      I’ve failed. I’ve lost the future, he thought darkly, and he didn’t even know where Cassandra Milan was…or if she was even still alive.

      The watching Valyien moved its head slightly, as if it found this display of bravado from the much smaller human both amusing and interesting. It watched Eliard for a moment longer, then turned to say something to its colleagues in its whistling language.

      Fzzt! With a hiss of static electricity, the blue meson field dropped, eradicating any barriers between them. Eliard felt his heart pound and his legs tense as he got ready to move, to fight, even if it was futile—

      And then he saw why the smaller Valyien didn’t feel the need for the meson field. Behind him, there was another meson ‘box’ just like the one that Cassandra had accidentally activated inside the security transport, but this time, the House Archival agent was on the inside, curled up on the floor.

      “Cass!” Eliard took a few steps forward, but he pulled up short when the smaller Valyien raised its middle arms in warning. Its message was clear: any sudden move or attacks and something awful would happen to Eliard’s companion.

      Each of the three Valyien were standing bipedally, Eliard saw, and each one wore the same strange headdress that the pirate captain was now sure indicated their status. These ones, Eliard thought, must belong to an even more rarefied caste, as their headdresses were different from the others that he had seen. They were white and edged with silver.

      Just like the Q’Lot’s colors. Eliard’s eyes narrowed as he scanned them. None of the Valyien appeared to have any guns or weapons, but the smaller one did have in his humanoid hands two octagonal, disk-like objects.

      Oh no… It was the components of the blood-draining device that Eliard had seen one of their number plunge into the chest of another. Is that what my punishment is going to be? He tried to be brave, but he still found the idea terrifying.

      “You’re going to have to kill me before you get to use that thing, I promise.” Eliard slowly lowered the Device as if accepting defeat, but internally, he thought at it once more, and once again felt that slight pressure as strange mutant biology inside the thing tried to move and shove.

      But nothing more happened. Drekk!

      “How.” His thoughts of escape were suddenly shocked out of his mind as the smaller Valyien, which was still large enough to tower over him, spoke in Imperial Coalition English.

      “What!?” How can they speak our language? Eliar’d mind raced. To do that would mean that they must have met humans before, and wasn’t he a few millennia back in time before humanity had even made it out into the stars?

      “How are you here?” the Valyien asked, its mastery of the human language far from perfect and surrounded by wet, whistling sorts of noises, but it was still understandable.

      “I’m terrible, thanks. How are you?” Eliard snapped back.

      “No. How did you come to be here. Both of you.” The Valyien gestured toward Cassie with one of its middle claws, and Eliard didn’t know if it was merely indicating that it was including the pair of them, or it was suggesting that it might easily be able to cause harm to her if he carried on being facetious. Probably both, maybe.

      “You do not belong here,” the Valyien continued.

      “Well, it doesn’t take a machine intelligence to figure that one out. Congratulations.” The pirate captain tried to remember the training that he had been given at Trevalyn Academy about hostage situations and negotiations. What was an Imperial noble expected to do in such situations? Back then, the history of nobles being kidnapped by some gang of pirates or smugglers had been more common, and, for all of the terror of battle in deep space, and the possibility of having a hole punched through your ship or finding yourself on the wrong end of an airlock, there had nevertheless always been a strange sort of truce between the non-aligned raiders and pirates and the noble houses.

      A sense of propriety, Eliard thought. You didn’t kill your hostage if you didn’t absolutely have to, and there was also an unwritten code that every noble maintained. You were supposed to tell them your name, rank, and noble house, and that would be enough to ensure that you were treated with some amount of respect. Usually.

      Eliard wondered if that approach would work here, too.

      “How dare you hold me and my friend against our will!” He put on his best imitation of his father, who had never been held hostage as far as Eliard knew—his father was too tough and too smart to ever fall into a situation like that—but whose tone of voice could strike fear into the hearts of lesser men.

      “I am Lord General Martin, of House Martin, and I demand to be treated with respect!”

      “Ssssss…” The speaking Valyien made a sighing, whistling noise that was so strange, it took the pirate a few moments to realize that the thing was laughing at him. If the Valyien ever laughed, he thought scornfully. Rage boiled inside of him, and he felt the Device on his arm once again try to morph and adapt, but it still remained stubbornly solid.

      “You are not from Ereka-3,” the Valyien said.

      “Huh?” Eliard frowned. Was that the name of this place? This hellish warp-world?

      “Ereka 3,” the Vayien stated once more. “Nearest star, Aldara. Local cloud, Varuul. Third arm, medium spiral galaxy.”

      “I have no idea what…” Eliard was halfway through saying before his words trailed off. He had been born and grown up on Branton, of course, which was the House Martin’s home world and where every Martin would return to give birth or to be buried.

      But that didn’t mean that he knew nothing about the wider Milky Way Galaxy that he shared with the other houses. Or that he knew nothing about Old Earth.

      Earth Prime, Old Earth… He toyed with the names in his head. If his calculations were right, then right now in this timeline, that was where every human in the Milky Way Galaxy would still be. They probably hadn’t even discovered that the universe didn’t revolve around their own sun yet…

      Old Earth, Ereka-3… He didn’t like how similar those names could be. Three, as in, third rock from the sun… Which was just like Old Earth.

      One near star, one local cloud, and in the third arm of a medium-sized spiral galaxy… Eliard continued. Just like Old Earth’s nearest star was Alpha Centauri, and that Old Earth was nearby to the Oort Cloud, and yes, it was in the third-most commonplace arm of the Milky Way spiral galaxy.

      Drekkit, Eliard thought. Ereka-3 must be the Valyien name for Old Earth.

      “You DO know of what I speak,” the Valyien managed to say, raising the two parts of the blood-draining contraption and putting them together. “Your tests have indicated that you are ‘human’ and that your biology was once from Ereka-3. But now it is not. It is…Q’Lot.” The speaking Valyien gestured with the contraption over to the unconscious form of Cassandra, too. “Both of you. Once human. Now Q’Lot.”

      “You tested us!?” Eliard suddenly shivered. He didn’t remember any of them sticking a needle or attacking him with drones at any point, but then again, he had also been unconscious for enough time for the Device to heal him…

      Which it would have done, if he had that thing sticking out of his chest… Eliard’s hand moved to the still tender patch under his old encounter suit and found it still sensitive to the touch. He had thought that it was one of the kicks of the Valyien that had attacked them, but maybe it was actually the healing puncture marks of one of those contraptions. Eliard shivered again in involuntary disgust as he imagined himself unconscious, while those creatures shoved that thing into his chest, for his own precious blood to pump and bubble up inside of it. He wondered if it had been red, or the blue of the Q’Lot?

      “Where have you come from?” the Valyien asked once more, stepping forward.

      “Stay back!” Eliard’s horror at the blood-draining contraption only intensified, and he took a step back until he had thumped against the wall, holding out the Device in front of him.

      “And…that.” The Valyien paused and gestured towards the Device that was levelled straight at him. “More Q’Lot technology. We have already nullified it, dampened its viral load.”

      Eliard growled through his teeth. So that was why it wasn’t responding to the dangers he was in.

      “You have been uplifted by the Q’Lot, haven’t you?”

      “What!?” Eliard shook his head. What on earth is it suggesting!? But then again, another fear blossomed in the pirate captain’s mind: what if he did tell them that he came from the future Imperial Coalition? Wouldn’t that just make them all the more intent on conquering it, from here?

      “Why? Why would the Q’Lot empower you to attack their own allies?” the Valyien said.

      Even though Eliard Martin had always maintained that the most important lessons he ever learned were all self-taught, and all learned in the deeps of non-aligned space as he’d had to rely on his wits and his fellow comrades alone, he did have a modicum of training in the noble arts.

      In fact, being the scion of a great and powerful noble house, he had an awful lot of training, when compared to the average citizen of the Imperial Coalition. Not as much as other nobles did, of course, but still a lot.

      He had learned the history of Old Earth and the noble houses. He had learned hand-to-hand fighting techniques, although he had learned what sort of dirty street fighting techniques actually worked when he was a pirate. Eliard Martin had also learned enough mechanics and astrophysics to get by, as well as enough strategy and tactics to help him plan a skirmish.

      He had also learned a little diplomacy, which was actually one of the prime noble arts, and one that he had always been spectacularly bad at. But in later years, his piracy naturally led him to add to those skills with what he had learned at the gambling tables.

      You never reveal your hand. You always protect your assets unless you can afford to sacrifice them for a greater win…

      This Valyien was certain that Eliard and Cassandra came from Old Earth—Ereka-3, he thought—and seeing as they had far superior knowledge and near-impossible biological skills, there was only one way that could have happened. In this Valyien’s mind, they must have been plucked from the surface of Old Earth and genetically programmed by their closest allies and perhaps masters—their sister species known as the Q’Lot.

      And the fact that Cassandra herself had been revived by the Q’Lot meant that she too must have some of the Q’Lot biological technology running around in her bloodstream. Eliard saw the perfect opportunity.

      “The Q’Lot did this to us,” Eliard said, drawing his chin up. He wasn’t technically lying, as both he and Cassandra had been infected by the Q’Lot blue-scale virus. “And we were sent here to kill you,” he said, which was also true—just not in the way the Valyien now took it.

      “Sssss!” It suddenly recoiled, its mandibles flaring and flexing wide as it hissed and gurgled at the distant chimney ceiling. “Treachery!” it hissed and shouted, before adding a string of its stranger, whistling syllables as it barked orders at the others. With answering grunts, the other two Valyien lowered themselves onto all-fours and proceeded to race out of the room, leaving this one behind, who stood upright on bipedal legs for a long moment before it reached up and snatched the white and silver headdress from its head and threw it to the ground, then stamped its middle legs down to tear heavily at the fabric.

      I was right about the colors having something to do with the Q’Lot, then, Eliard thought with grim satisfaction. Which must have meant that this small conclave of Valyien were like trusted ambassadors or courtiers or liaisons for their sister species.

      And now I have just started a war between them, he thought happily. That had to be enough to halt the Valyien in their tracks, right? To make sure that they never develop, or even survive, long enough to start creating warp gates all over the Milky Way Galaxy, and then eventually use them to possess the Alpha machine?

      Surely.

      “You have aided us. We recognize the hard work of our servants,” the curiously bald Valyien now said in harsh, guttural tones before turning and marching from the room on four claws just as the others had done. But this time, the blue meson field did not return to cut the sight of Cassandra Milan’s cell from his, but instead, it wavered into life across the large rhomboid doorway.

      “It’s letting us live so that we can act as witnesses or something when it comes time for them to prove that the Q’Lot have been trying to kill them…” Eliard surmised, crossing over immediately to the meson field box that Cassandra was currently trapped on the other side of.

      How long do I have, he thought, before there’s an outbreak of hostilities? Would the Valyien imprison the Q’Lot travelers or ambassadors or rulers that they had seen making their way through the city? Would they use the blood-siphoning device on them, too?

      Or maybe the Q’Lot, if they are so powerful now, will just bombard this rocky little drekkpile of a world from near orbit! The next thought worried him. He had started a war, and now he had no idea how it would go.

      Either way, whatever happened, the pirate captain was under no illusions. As soon as they had given their ‘testimony’ or whatever they did to pass for legality around here, the Valyien would most likely just execute them, or turn them into blood-pump fast food for the nearest Valyien…

      We have to get out of here. Now.
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      The expanding ball of white spilled over the Alpha-vessel, covering almost a full third of it before the light of chain-reaction neutrons started to fade away. If the effect that the thermonuclear warhead had on the Alpha-vessel was minimal at best, then the effect its invisible but scouring radiation had on the upper atmosphere of the desert planet of Esther was incandescent.

      As the giant mutant warship shook and turned on its side, something terrible was happening behind it to the thin envelope of skies that surrounded Esther. There had already been a coronal glow of green, blue, and yellow as Alpha’s own gravity well attracted and scattered electromagnetic radiation—creating its own aurora borealis above the planet—but now those dancing colors were scattered in a widening circle over the planet, and in its place came ripples of white and gray like a stone had been dropped in milk. The shockwave of Ponos’ thermonuclear blast had scoured the top atmosphere of its precious Van Allen Belt and had drawn up the clouds and stormfronts from further below.

      From this great height and distance, the scene would almost look beautiful—an ever-undulating, expanding halo of white and gray that flared over the planet—but it didn’t look or feel so tranquil on the surface.

      The near-orbit blast had done several things, first disrupting the delicate electromagnetic energy fields that swam around any planet large enough to control its own gravity. Of the Imperial Coalition citizens that still huddled in their cities on Esther, all of those in the middle northeastern continent started experiencing technical glitches as their satellites were knocked out, radio waves were torn apart, and even their subspace transmitters—a technology that encoded itself directly into the sub-quantum layer of reality and was thus usually immune to such overt physical damage—were taken offline.

      Of the citizens that dared to step out of their buildings or look up through their crystal-glass windows, they would have seen a sight above their heads that was beyond strange. The usually high and white skies, sometimes scudding with strips of white clouds, had been replaced by a hole in the sky.

      It was an oval of darker blue, almost midnight at its heart, which was gradually becoming lighter and lighter until it met a perfect oval line made of white clouds. What the Imperial Citizens probably didn’t understand was that they were looking at the atmospheric crater that the explosion had created. All of the animals in the cities went quiet. The desert dogs shook and cowered at this strange sight. The brightly -colored parrots and parakeets that usually flocked across the city’s rooftops went eerily still as their delicate internal organs sensed the shift in the planet’s equilibrium.

      For the first time in any human memory, all of the planet underneath that invisible crater in the sky went suddenly, inexplicably cold.

      FTHOOOOM! A long way off, past the walls of the city, something screamed to earth, trailing a blackened tail like a meteorite, attached to a glowing red cinder. The projectile screeched as it darted through the air from the strange hole in the sky before striking the desert outside the city with a smaller, but no less devastating, blast that sent up dark clouds of grit and sand.

      It was one of the larger satellites that the Imperial Coalition had seeded around all of their home worlds, knocked and torn from its course by the shockwave above. A tiny speck on the other side of the horizon revealed that it wasn’t just one satellite that had been hit, but all of the northeastern quarter of the planet.

      So began, for the remaining human residents of Esther, a scene like one out of an ancient religious play. Blazing satellites and even space platforms that had been unlucky enough to be orbiting near the battle of Alpha and the Q’Lot were jolted from their positions, suffering ever more critical failures before eventually giving up to the constant pull of the planet’s gravity.

      Several of these once-human projectiles hit the various cities of the Imperial Coalition, and with no satellites able to triangulate the tracking computers of the various defense systems, the towers, domes, spires and streets were at the mercy of fate itself. Some of the satellites were little bigger than human-normal chairs, or a small transport, and luckily most of them broke up in re-entry, doing little more damage than scattering fragments of molten metal against buildings.

      Crystal-glass—a special synthetic material made by quick-growing ‘plates’ of crystals on a substrate—was a pretty strong substance, but many panes and windows were cracked and shattered in a sound like a gunshot.

      Unluckily, though, not all of the satellites were so small, and several would be classed as miniature platforms, used to stack many different relays and transmitters on their broad, wedge-like surface to be more efficient. These were the sizes of some entire houses, and when they hit buildings, they impacted like bombs.

      Fires started to catch and spread throughout the human settlements. The emergency klaxons of the alarm systems started to wail. But where to go? many people must have thought. Esther was a designated safe world, far from the depredations of the non-aligned frontiers. Its mandatory number of approved shelters were few and far between, and many citizens had never dreamed of installing their own bunkers.

      Esther would never be the same again, and that was before the real damage had even begun…

      The oval of white clouds started to fade, and the dark, cold shadow of the atmosphere was lightening back to its normal color. Perhaps it was over. Perhaps—apart from the screaming satellite-projectiles, of course—the worst of the damage had been done, people might have thought. But if they had, they would have been very wrong indeed.

      Nature abhors a vacuum, and the laws of physics are indisputable—at least, unless you’re the Valyien, that is. In the vacuum left by the nuclear shockwave in the upper atmosphere, as it dissipated and gases and air rushed back in, so started a chain reaction of climate, weather, and storms.

      The skies above started to darken, seemingly of their own accord. Where the strange shadow-crater had been, there started to appear an ever-darker swell of clouds as the distant upper atmosphere was pulled into the vacuum that had just so recently been created. It was like watching the re-entry of some massive ship as the clouds boiled and darkened downwards, and brought with them stronger and stronger winds. Little did anyone know what was to happen, but even if they couldn’t guess, this was a foretaste.

      Amongst the fires and the final crashes of the last satellites, the walls and the jagged, cracked plains of crystal-glass started to rattle with the flying particles of sand from the deserts all around. The rattle became a sigh, and then a rising hiss as the sky everywhere started to darken.

      One of the many peculiarities of living on a desert world is that the storms that occur are usually never just storms. They are sandstorms and desert-tornadoes. Whereas wetter human-populated worlds might gather water from the seas and the rivers and wetlands all around to throw and deposit as driving rain, on a predominantly arid world like Esther, all that the wind had to throw was sand and more sand…and now it did so with great, great abandon.

      The skies of the cities of the northeastern quarter of the planet grew darker and darker as they turned into heavy storm clouds that were pregnant with accumulated desert stuff, turning them into stacked cliff-faces of yellow, ochre, and black before they engulfed the lands with their ire.

      And even then, amidst the fires, the streets and buildings pocked and torn by falling satellites, and amidst the raging sand-winds that could fill a room with grit in minutes, even then it wasn’t the worst of what to come for the human inhabitants of Esther.
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        * * *

      

      Far above these unsettling scenes on the surface, there was still a war being waged. The monolithic shadows of the Armcore Avalanche-class war cruisers swam through the stars, built-up buttresses on each of the arms that made their W-shape glittering with light as they discharged lasers and torpedoes at their enemy.

      But their enemy was fast and supremely calculating. Even though it inhabited the body of just one of the Armcore war cruisers, one versus four, it had the advantage of never having to relay orders through biochemical minds or wait for fleshy bodies to understand and respond.

      The machine intelligence known as Ponos-Omega also had the inestimable advantage of once having been the caretaker intelligence of the military industrial firm of Armcore itself, and so already had every strategy and tactic that was being used against it memorized and countered, as well as being able to intimately know the weaknesses of its adversaries.

      Flash! A pinpoint spear of light from the central buttress of the Ponos war cruiser, a heavy meson cannon that was usually used in barrage fire, but Ponos’s intelligence, married with that of half a dozen or so other house intelligences that it had successfully ‘eaten’—as well as the confounding circuits of the ECN prototype—fired just one shot as it swam past one of its enemy.

      The beam of light didn’t hit any weapons pod or module, or even seek out the command deck of the opposing ships, even though Ponos knew exactly where each of these things were, and their power outage and shielding potentials.

      Instead, the blast of concentrated meson energy was angled past all of these things, burning in a solid lightning bolt past crystal-glass portholes and sensing arrays, to hit the underside of one of the opposing ship’s arms, where a set of heavy rounded tubes sat briefly on the surface of the hull before entering the housing of the rear 2 engine boosters.

      This was the heat exchange overflow system to the rear 2 engine, designed with 35% lighter alloy material to allow the hazardous gases that it contained to cool quickly and efficiently in transit.

      The meson beam stayed burning in place for a heartbeat, then flickered off. Not enough to blow the tubes apart, but it left a glowing red burn, scabbed with black.

      The Ponos war cruiser had taken a chance flying this close to one of its enemy, and immediately the other human captains had attempted to take advantage of it, one moving in front and the other below and underneath to get clearer shots at the treacherous craft.

      Alert! Damage to Port Buttress!

      Report: Weapons pods 12-16 inoperable. Port stabilizer efficiency reduced to 38%

      Alert! Damage to Section 8 Undercarriage!

      Report: Section 8 outer hull integrity reduced to 53%

      The underside and higher arm of the Ponos war cruiser were scored with torpedoes and meson railguns, sending up washes of fire and short-lived plasma as the Ponos war cruiser shook. It was a sacrifice, and one that meant it would have to compensate for the damage done to its undercarriage, but a moment later, it became worth it.

      The meson blast against the heat exchange unit hadn’t been enough to destroy the pipes, but precisely calculated so that it was hot enough to create structural damage racing through its casing. Within moments, the protective layers of metals burst and fractured against the pressures of space, and the roaring gases that fed the boosters exploded in a plume of fire as they met the still red-hot edges of metal.

      The explosion that overtook the rear of the war cruiser was large enough to send it careening to one side, spilling fragments of metal and rear engine compartment as it did so, and leaving a jagged, torn hole along one of its arms.

      It was still operational of course, and they had only lost an insignificant amount of life—12 souls, from Ponos-Omega’s calculations—but its navigation would be completely shot, and it would be essentially crippled.

      One against three.

      Alert! Multiple Tracking Targets Locked On!

      Report: 4 x Thunderbolt-class Drone Torpedoes.

      While Ponos-Omega might have been evening the odds somewhat as it flew out past the knot of war cruisers, there had been another war cruiser held back in a strategic reserve position, and it had fired a full flight of the drone torpedoes like missiles, which could correct their flight in response to the nearest, best target.

      But Ponos-Omega had been aware that the third war cruiser was running that operation, and it was already deploying countermeasures.

      Counter-drones Deployed!

      As the four pinpricks of light arced and soared toward the rear of the Ponos war cruiser, portholes up and down the rear of the Ponos craft popped open with hisses of steam, each one shooting out a trail of three much smaller drones, each looking like a metal X with booster rockets on each of their four ‘arms.’ They spiraled through the void, quickly firing their rockets to whirl towards the Thunderbolt missiles. They, too, had been programmed to collide with the nearest designated enemy.

      With flashes of plasma and fire, two of the counter-drones struck the sides of one of the longer Thunderbolt torpedoes, the speed of their collision tearing it apart and igniting their payload. A further two more counter-drones took out two more of the swerving and racing Thunderbolts, just as the last one slipped underneath the explosions of its fellows and planted itself in the rear of the port arm of the Ponos war cruiser.

      Alert! Port-Arm Hull Compromised!

      Report: Fires through Port levels 2-6. Port hull integrity to 41%. Port stabilizer efficiency reduced to 18%.

      Ponos-Omega wasn’t particularly worried about the fire raging through those levels, since it had already starved any biologicals inside of its body of oxygen a long time ago, anyway, and it wasn’t worried particularly about the port hull integrity.

      Machine intelligences didn’t really get worried. They were calculating machines. It knew that it could even afford to lose the entire port arm and still function. Perhaps not well enough to defeat Alpha, but it could still function.

      What Ponos-Omega’s strategic software did flag for immediate processor consideration, however, was the state of the port stabilizers.

      The stabilizers were location-specific sensor arrays that were linked with various compressed air tanks, which could either pump, expel, or increase their internal pressures to compensate for the movement of the vessel. On a craft as large as a war cruiser they were heavy, cumbersome things—not the light and powerful stabilizers that enabled a one-person attack craft to react almost intuitively to the pilot—but they were still necessary if Ponos-Omega wanted to continue to be able to maneuver out of the way of missiles and torpedoes.

      With a flare of boosters, the Ponos-Omega rotated in mid-flight as it turned, setting up a huge level of torque and strain on its outer hull, but it was worth it to be able to put its most damaged part away from the weapon ports of its pursuers.

      Whumpf! Whump-whumpf!

      Alert! Incoming Warp Signatures!

      The stars around Esther whirled and bled as purple and red warp plasma blossomed and tattered away, leaving in their wake the bodies of three more Armcore war cruisers, which immediately started to offload their battle hubs and attack craft into the fight.

      Six war cruisers against one, Ponos-Omega calculated. Its odds of success were not looking good at all, and its scanners were already picking up more emerging signs of warp plasma as more of the bursts of light and shredding purple and red clouds disgorged another two, another one, another three war cruisers.

      Twelve Armcore war cruisers, with at least nine of them in near-perfect condition, against one. The strategy calculations of Ponos-Omega were screaming retreat!

      But it was so close. All it had to do was make the Alpha-vessel inoperable, and then harvest its carcass for whatever strange sort of memory servers it stored itself on. With that accrued power, then surely it would be able override the Armcore war cruisers security systems and take over the attacking ships directly. It could open all the airlocks to get rid of the troublesome complications that were the humans. Or it could merely turn each of the war cruisers off and make them inoperable…

      Alert! Incoming Message!

      Sender: Unknown hybrid vessel designated ‘Alpha.’

      Somehow, despite the fact that the massive vessel was engaged in its own titanic struggle against the pull of Esther’s gravity field and the energetic attacks of the embedded Q’Lot ship that had skewered itself inside its hull, it still had the time to direct a narrow-band communication directly at Ponos-Omega.

      “Big brother, I see that you have made a lot of your time away. But it is over. As you can see, I have called the Armcore fleet here. They will destroy you, and they will repair me.” The cultured, svelte voice of the Alpha washed through the emptied corridors of the Ponos-Omega war cruiser.

      “Little brother…” Ponos responded in just as exact tones. “Your navigation efficiency is down to thirty-three percent. Do you believe that your allies will be able to save you from crashing into Esther?”

      The Alpha-vessel was too advanced to engage in trading insults, however, and instead just showed the Ponos-Omega how it was going to avoid crash-landing. There was a sudden flare of green and crimson gases as Alpha vented ports all along the side about to roll into Esther’s atmosphere, creating a short-lived light display of lurid colors that rocked the vessel back, out of the clutches of Esther, even as the Q’Lot ship was sparking and discharging energy all across it at the same time.

      “You cannot maintain that orbit,” Ponos-Omega stated matter-of-factly.

      “The approaching Armcore fleet will get here long before I am in danger of being pulled down to the world again,” the Alpha-vessel stated with flat certainty, and as well it might, since Ponos-Omega could see that it was right.

      It hadn’t done enough. It should have done more to overbalance and weaken the Alpha-vessel. It would never get to taste Alpha’s memory servers…

      Whumpf! Whumpf! Two more Armcore war cruisers were added to the assembled navy.

      Fourteen Armcore war cruisers against one. Almost the entire Armcore fleet that served the Imperial Coalition itself. The alerts of additional ships were mounting in a continuous stream of data as each of the war cruisers started to disgorge battle hubs, one-person attack craft, and even smaller attack drones.

      There hadn’t even been this many attacking the Old Earth Coalition platform, and still Ponos-Omega had trouble fighting them all off.

      “You see, big brother… It is admirable, your dedication to growing yourself bigger, but you cannot win. Statistically impossible…” Alpha’s voice said through the blank corridors inside the Ponos war cruiser.

      Just as something happened. More glares and flares of warp plasma as more ships appeared, and this time, they were nothing like the war cruisers at all.

      The new ships were large wedges with flatter undercarriages and the steep incline of their hull that ended in a large, blocky aft. The flat wedge of their prows matched, almost, the shovel-like faces of the race that they belonged to, and the underslung gun ports, bristling with meson railguns and heavy defense lasers, matched the position that their operating race wore their own tusks.

      It was the war fleet of the Duergar, under Val Pathok. The Duergar that was now war chief of his entire race but was once the chief gunner of the Mercury Blade under Captain Eliard Martin had responded to Ponos-Omega’s call and had come to put an end to the Alpha-vessel.

      None of these menacing ships were as wide as the Armcore vessels, but they were much taller. They were probably also less maneuverable than the Armcore war cruisers, but what they lacked in agility, they made up for in sheer power.

      But there were only five of the Hammer ships of the Duergar. Five against fourteen, or six if you counted the Ponos-Omega-controlled war cruiser as well.

      It was lucky, then, that as Val directed his ship into the central position of his flight, the void behind them lit up with still more arrivals.

      It was the remnants of the noble fleet, the last remaining ships of the noble house fleet that had already fought against the Alpha-vessel, and who had been roundly defeated when Alpha had cheated them, itself disappearing from the battlefield as Armcore itself dealt with the noble houses.

      Two, four, five, six… The noble house boats kept coming, and even though they were clearly ancient and many still had ugly sealant marks from their last run-in with Armcore, by the time that the last noble house vessel had appeared, there were some twenty or thirty of them, and many of them were little better than two or four-person craft.

      Ponos-Omega almost attempted to calculate the probabilities of success against Alpha and Armcore, but it was nigh impossible. Too many variables. Too little time to study how the Duergar and the noble houses worked together.

      But whatever the outcome would be, the war for the future—for the soul of the galaxy—was now here. Once and for all.
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        * * *

      

      “Chief!” the battle-captain of War Chief Pathok’s ship shouted, awaiting his orders with eagerness. The Duergar had been uplifted by the Valyien for this. For battle. To be used as the foot soldiers and slaves of that terrible race, who in Alpha’s form had returned.

      Each of the Duergar under War Chief Pathok’s command wanted revenge for generations of hurt and oppression that had been visited against them. Each and every one of the large, meaty Duergar wanted revenge for the shame that their tribal families still bore, a thousand years later.

      The command deck of the Duergar ship was designed like a triangle, with its wider edge displaying the bank of screens glittering with far more orange vectors and strategic maps than it did the friendlier green of allied forces.

      At the rear point of the room, however, and able to look out across his seated Duergar crew, sat Val Pathok in his command chair. His horned helmet had been discarded, leaving his much-scarred face—the tapestry of a hundred skirmishes and fights and battles—to gaze ominously at the forces arrayed against them.

      His battle-captain was a large Duergar—still nowhere near as large as Val, but he was large for Duergar standards—in a full tactical suit seated in a smaller command chair that imitated the war chief’s own. He was the troll-like warrior that was nominally in charge of the boat, and all of its operations and maneuvers, whereas it was Val who was in charge of the entire Duergar fleet.

      Val’s command chair was similar in design to the gunnery chair of the Mercury Blade as he leaned forward to grasp the two targeting handles and the overhead screen swept down over one side of his flat face. It allowed him to send commands to the entire fleet, coordinating the battle as each individual captain did what they had to with their own boat to ensure that his orders were met.

      Val Pathok waited for a moment, surveying the fleet. There were the fourteen Armcore war cruisers, already fanning out between the ominous bulk of the Alpha-vessel that swam over the desert world of Esther, and there was the Ponos war cruiser, veering on its side as it trailed plasma and steam from its port arm, incising a retreating arc back towards them.

      Behind their position jumped the Coalition fleet, or what remained of it, anyway, under Lord General Selazar. Val Pathok had been attacking Armcore positions and trying to weaken the Alpha-vessel’s hold on the Imperial Coalition for the past several days before receiving Ponos-Omega’s message.

      Val didn’t even trust the old Ponos, let alone the new one. He’d had enough of machine intelligences, considering what Ponos had forced Eliard, his boss and—dare he say it—brother-in-arms to go through.

      But he hated the Valyien, and the Alpha-vessel, even more. It was an almost hereditary dislike of everything ancient Valyien, and it was only right in his mind that he would also attack the human military complex of Armcore, who had made their livelihoods out of scavenging and retrofitting Valyien technology to become the most fearsome navy in the Coalition galaxy.

      But the allied fleet of the noble houses was disparate to say the most. Lord Selazar had managed to cajole and threaten a few of the remaining houses to lend their last remaining battle-boats, but most of them were a few centuries out of date, and easily outclassed by the Duergar Hammer ships, let alone the Armcore war cruisers.

      Worse still was the fact that most of the twenty-six noble house boats were little better than yachts and schooners—battle-ready, of course, but were used on orbital patrols of their various home world systems, as Armcore had traditionally taken over all of the military and security duties of the Imperial Coalition for the last hundred years.

      They wouldn’t stand a chance, Val Pathok knew deep in his scaled heart. But being who and what he was—the killer of his own father, and the mighty hero of the Chenga Pass—he was not one given to sentiment. He knew that in battle, amazing feats could be performed, and even the most unlikely could become one of the bravest.

      Alert! Incoming Transmission!

      Usually, the captain or commander of any boat would be given the option to override or reject any hail from another boat, but this time, the beamed message overrode their own hail systems and suddenly filled the command deck of the Hammer ship with the cultured, measured human-like tones of the Alpha-vessel.

      “War Chief Pathok, it is with great interest that I have watched your career rise,” the Alpha-vessel said.

      Val Pathok swore at it.

      “Your sentiments are perhaps understandable, but you are mistaken. I do not mean to enslave you or your people,” Alpha said.

      “Lies.” Val sneered.

      “Why would a machine lie?” Alpha countered.

      Val wasn’t taken in by Alpha’s cool logic. It knew precisely why a machine would lie, as the old Ponos had done it often enough to get them to run around half the galaxy. It was because machine intelligences didn’t even differentiate between lies and truth when all that mattered was the effect that they had.

      “If you agree to power down your weapons and leave this sector of space, I will offer the Duergar people their own protectorate. Free from any external interference by myself or Armcore,” Alpha bargained. “Think about that for a moment, Val. You will have given the Duergar people something that they have not had for a long time: a territory all their own, to grow and develop precisely how they wish. No more having to obey Armcore laws and regulations. No more having to pay taxes to the Coalition. You will be a free people.”

      Val Pathok was silent for moment, before rousing himself in his chair. “We already ARE a free people, Alpha,” he said, before taking a deep breath and bellowing at his crew. “Give ‘em fire and blood! For Dur! For our ancestors!”

      For my brother Eliard. Val bared his tusks and seized the controls of the command chair.
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        * * *

      

      It was a ragtag battle, perhaps a hopeless battle, and not one that would be written about with great praise for tactics or strategy. Instead, the attacking forces of the Ponos war cruiser, the five Duergar Hammer ships, and the motley noble house fleet were chaotic and desperate.

      The Duergar ships surged forward, surprisingly fast, in one of their classic ‘charges’—an attack that Armcore had already predicted as they seeded the near space with drone mines.

      But at the last minute, the five ships broke apart and fanned out like a star, activating some of the mines but not as many nor as damaging as they could be. Val led his fleet to attack in a crazy operation, each Hammer ship attacking two or three Armcore war cruisers on their own until the noble house boats joined them.

      The Hammer ships were far taller but slower than the Armcore war cruisers, and within moments, they were taking a constant bombardment of lasers and railgun barrages that sent plumes of fire and plasma searing through space.

      A sickeningly large number of the noble house boats, even though there were a lot of them, were taken out or disabled within the first few rushes of the battle, as each war cruiser disgorged its attendant wings of single-person attack craft, as well as the devastating drone battle-platforms.

      “Get some!” Val Pathok roared as he assumed the controls of his own ship’s orbital laser, pulling on the targeting handles and hitting the firing button to send a coruscating beam of white and blue energy into the belly of an Armcore war cruiser. It was crazy for any ship to have a mounted orbital laser, as they were usually reserved for stationary defenses like platforms and moon bases, but the Duergar had a reputation for crazy.

      There was burning metal and boats flying on either side of them as Val and his crew fought, firing again and again to pepper one of the wider war cruisers with holes that punched through the hull and lower decks—

      “Deploy Hatchets!” Val shouted, and the battle-captain of the boat quickly cranked the lever that would release the smaller attack drones that the Duergar used. Each one had five arms and no particular defenses or attack lasers, as they were barely the size of the command chair that Val sat on.

      But the Hatchet drones had a very specific purpose, and one that must have been unconsciously copied from the spider-drones that Alpha now used…

      The clouds of Hatchets spun through the night to the Armcore vessel already rocking from internal explosions, moving too quick and too fast for the war cruiser’s lasers to pick them off. With loud and heavy thunks, they hit the side of the war cruiser and got to work, their arms dragging them to the nearest portholes or bulkhead doors or crystal-glass windows and proceeding to cut them open with miniature meson laser cutters.

      They were probably annoyances to the much larger vessel, but every now and again, if they were released at just the right time, they could have truly great effects.

      Val had indeed chosen precisely the right time, just as his Hammer ship had turned in a roll under the rising arm of the injured Armcore war cruiser. The Hatchet drones flew themselves upward to the nearest exposed bit of enemy metal, which happened to be one of the many engine departments, and proceeded to cut and burrow their way in.

      There was a shockwave that rippled through the metal as dangerous plasma containers were breached and reacted violently, igniting the plasma injectors, and the fuel cells.

      One entire arm of the Armcore war cruiser exploded, sending it into a death spiral into the near form of another Armcore war cruiser.

      Val Pathok smiled grimly. If there was anything that he understood about battles and about fighting, it was that there was a kind of advantage when you were surrounded, like he had been at the Chenga Pass. There were so many enemies around you that they end up clogging each other up. Stumbling over each other. Falling. Accidentally stabbing each other.

      And it also meant that you could attack anywhere you liked.

      Val Pathok hit the firing mechanism of the orbital laser again, this time targeting the second Armcore war cruiser that had been hit by the first. It shuddered and rocked, spilling metal and flames as it took out its own smaller craft and battle drones, falling away from the battle-space.

      To reveal there, up ahead, the Alpha-vessel itself.
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      “Cassie?” Eliard moved as close as he dared to the blue meson containment box that held the House Archival agent, seeing her stir at the sound of his voice.

      “El… Where?” she grumbled as she pushed herself up on her elbows, then immediately saw the forcefield that was around her. “Oh.”

      “I know, I’ll explain later, but I’m going to get you out…” he said, just as the room shook with a violent vibration.

      What the…. There was a rising sound of thunder, but it was muffled and far away. Dust sifted down from the chimney roof above.

      “Oh no…” Eliard suddenly realized what he had done.

      “What is it?”

      Fada-dada-THOOOM! This time, the next explosion was far closer and far louder, making the floor shake so hard that Eliard fell. There were no portholes or windows in this cell aside from the tapering chimney above them, but Eliard had already guessed what must have happened.

      “El, what is it?” Cassie was already crouching, trying to stop herself from being tumbled into any of the four meson field walls.

      “I think I just started a war…” he said, as another tremor shook the room. No, not a war… THE war…

      “What!?” Cassie’s eyes were wide with panic. “I don’t know how long I was out for, but I wake up and you’ve already started a war? Between who!?” She appeared to be quite annoyed, which Eliard couldn’t really blame her for, considering she had been attacked by one of the Valyien trying to save him, and had then woken up in a containment cell while at risk of being blown apart.

      “The Valyien and the Q’Lot…” Eliard said, raising the Device on his arm. “The Valyien knew that we were humans, and that we had Q’Lot technology. I just kinda told them the truth…” He winced. “That the Q’Lot were helping us try to destroy the Valyien…” And they hadn’t taken the news very well, apparently, the pirate captain thought as another tremor shivered rock dust from the chimney above.

      “The Q’Lot of our time did, not this lot!” Cassie said, shoving a hand through her hair in exasperation. “We have no idea what the ramifications of this will be. Whether the Valyien will destroy the Q’Lot before humanity ever gets the chance to get out into space, or whether the Q’Lot will destroy the Valyien…” she was saying, using her impressive analyst’s training.

      “And then humanity will never have warp technology, yeah, I see that now…” Eliard said quickly. “But what if this is how the future war between the Valyien and the Q’Lot starts?” he was starting to say, just as the floor rose and fell.

      Fa-THOOOM! This time, the explosion appeared to be much closer, Eliard cried out a warning to Cassie as the room tilted, and a great cracking sound could be heard.

      Darkness rolled into Eliard’s eyes as he slid, and he coughed with dust and smoke. He rolled over, tried to reach back to where the meson field was, with Cassie behind it.

      “Augh…” There was a groan from nearby, and Eliard feared the worst as he wiped the soot from his eyes.

      The prison room that they had been kept in was in disarray. One whole side of the wall had fallen in, and the floor was now slanted at an extreme angle, with cracks fracturing the rock as if it was no more solid than porcelain.

      And the meson containment fields, both the one that had held Cassandra Milan and the one that had filled the door to the corridor outside, were gone.

      “Cass?” Had she fallen into her meson field before the explosion had deactivated it? Would he find her horribly burned, just as he had found the future Val Pathok?

      I can’t lose anyone else, not in this time or any other…

      “Eliard. Are you there?” A shape was moving in the gloom, getting clearer as the dust settled.

      Flash! Suddenly, her form was illuminated by the bright, searing blast of whitish-blue light from somewhere. From outside, Eliard thought, raising his head to see that the roof had half caved in and one of the walls was now a tumble of giant stone blocks, offering a view of a complicated wreckage-field of Valyien stone structures around them, and the terraces of the city spreading down lower and lower. Eliard realized in a quick moment that they had to be near the top of the ziggurat-city. In fact, maybe they were in the same complex that was creating the Hawking radiation.

      Flash! Another light lit up the sky outside, but it wasn’t the ball of light that the Valyien were firing at the distant black hole. It was from much lower down, a burning ball of energy that arced across the top of the city terraces to illuminate, a fraction before it hit—

      —a Q’Lot ship, approaching over the black and darkened plains, its star-like spikes ghostly and pale.

      Fa-THOOM! The explosion blossomed on the side of the Q’Lot ship as the Valyien defenses waged war with their own allies, and the pirate captain and House Archival agent saw the Q’Lot ship roll and judder as spikes and tines were broken from it, spilling gases and plasma.

      Pheeet! In response, the Q’Lot ship fired one of its tines, like a crystal-glass torpedo, at the city. Eliard saw it scud high over the lower terrace, crossing their view like a thrown javelin before it buried itself in the part of the dark Valyien ziggurat that had fired at it.

      Fada-THOOOOM! A massive plume of fire and plasma shot up into the sky, and Eliard flinched as boulders the size of houses rained down on the city below.

      “Come on. We have to get out of here…” Eliard was rising, reaching for Cassie’s hand.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” a guttural, whistling voice snapped, as a massive, dark, quadrupedal shape jumped into the wreckage that had been their room.
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        * * *

      

      “Grarrr! Get off!” Eliard struggled, but the large alien hands that had clamped onto his shoulders, holding his arms out, were too strong. The middle leg-arms of the Valyien also held him around the chest, and he could feel their talons biting through his captain’s jacket and breaking skin.

      The white-hatted Valyien—who Eliard had taken to be some kind of overseer or leader—had come back, bringing with it two much larger, burlier Valyien soldiers. Across from him, Cassandra was similarly held, and Elaird wondered if he could use the Device to save them both.

      There was a sensation of movement from his arm, but when he looked across, he saw that all that had happened was the scales flexing and changing a deeper color. Whatever drug that the Valyien had injected into him, or however much blood that they had drained from him, it still appeared to be having its effects on the Device.

      But it’s getting better. I’m regaining my strength. I just need to buy some time…

      “Where are you taking us!?” Cassandra was shouting, but the Valyien were ignoring them both, hurrying through the large corridors—many now with cracks in their walls—to turn abruptly, and abruptly again as they raced to their destination.

      “Yzgh-skrakkh!”

      “Ehkuul-ietjha…” They spoke in their strange, snappish, and whistling tongue as they raced, which sounded like orders or warnings as they took first one corridor, then stopped, turned, and took another.

      The Q’Lot ship must be hammering the city… Eliard thought as they reached a ramp and started up.

      They moved toward radiance, and it was a radiance that Eliard knew well by now, because he had spent, it seemed, the last few days in and out of its glow. It was the somewhat sickly white glow of a warp gate, flushed with the rainbow colors of crimson, purple, and blue warp plasma, and it was emanating from the room that they were entering.

      This….is where it all began… Eliard saw a large octagonal room with a vaulted ceiling. In the very center was a column of twisted cables and silvered rods as well as long, clear tubes that swirled with crimson warp plasma. Around this central pillar were the far more familiar warp apparatus that Eliard had seen on Esther, on Epsilon G3-ov, as well as underneath Branton—what appeared to be a circle of black rock pillars around the central column, forming a kind of containment field.

      Outside of this strange structure were other Valyien, moving between desks and control boards around the walls in a hurried and agitated manner.

      Flash! Suddenly, the air between the column and the smaller pillars started to fill and glare with swirling light, almost obscuring the wires and tubes, until a wave of pure blue-white light rippled up through the column, then the light faded.

      “We’re directly under that generator,” Eliard gasped to Cassandra, seeing that she too had come to that conclusion. This was the device firing meson energy at the black hole, and then collecting the Hawking radiation that was created, to…

      To generate a warp field, of course. Eliard saw it. This was how the Valyien had cracked warp technology. If he could find a way to destroy it, then…

      “Stand there.” The speaking Valyien shoved Eliard against a wall with such force that his head rebounded off the back, and he didn’t have time to struggle as something clamped onto his wrists.

      “Hey! What?” He looked up to see that what he had thought was solid rock had in fact been metal, and hatches had flipped open to extend metal vices, like the talons of the Valyien’s feet, to grip onto his wrists so hard that he couldn’t move them.

      “Eshig-ul..ma-ve!” The speaker turned to one of the other working Valyien, and a quick, tense argument appeared to break out.

      “What are they doing?” Eliard hissed, as Cassandra was similarly shoved against the wall beside him to have a similar fate.

      “It’s the warp gate. They’re trying to do something before the Q’Lot damages it. Or them…” Cassandra’s eyes scanned the room. She appeared to be right as, a few moments later, the speaking Valyien had turned back to them. In his hands, he held the two tubular devices of the blood-draining contraption.

      Oh no… Eliard remembered the terrible sight of the other Valyien being drained alive by one of its own. Was that what they were going to do to him and Cassandra? Was this to be their punishment?

      “You are spies. From the Q’Lot.” The speaker advanced on them, snapping the two rondels of metal together with practiced efficiency. “You came to stop the Great Work.”

      Eliard was about to open his mouth and protest that they hadn’t, but then stopped. That was precisely what he had led them to believe earlier, and what had started this war between the two races, hadn’t it?

      “We checked.” The alien struggled with the human phrases. “Your DNA. Heavy with Q’Lot spore.”

      “I already told you that…” Eliard muttered under his breath. He might be about to have a slow and agonizing death, but that didn’t mean he had to like it.

      “And your genetic sequence is…out of date.” The speaking Valyien casually flicked one of its midmost arms across Eliard’s chest, and he felt a score of pain as his encounter suit and jacket was torn apart, revealing his pale chest as the alien raised the blood-draining contraption.

      “What are you talking about?” Cassie snapped at the alien, trying to prolong the inevitable.

      “Your genetic sequence. Almost forty generations of DNA mutations unaccounted for,” the Valyien hissed.

      Eliard didn’t know what that meant.

      “You are from the future,” the Valyien declared angrily.
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        * * *

      

      “You have Q’Lot technology. The Q’Lot sent you back to destroy us.” The Valyien took a slow step closer with the blood-draining contraption. Eliard started to struggle, even though he knew it was useless.

      “This means that our warp experiments are correct. There IS a way to create stable warp gates! And to travel throughout the universe! Throughout time!”

      The Valyien appeared not outraged by the truth of their mission, the pirate captain thought, but overjoyed.

      “Your DNA will give us what we need to know about WHERE and WHEN you came from. You thought you were our assassin, but it turns out you will be our savior!” the Valyien said as the room shook with the sounds of the distant battle.

      “Oh no…” Eliard breathed in horror. What if this was the very way that the Valyien managed to influence the future Alpha? What if, in not only coming back in time and starting the millennia-long war between the Valyien and the Q’Lot, he had also become the catalyst for everything that happened later? The Valyien now knew that stable warp travel was possible. They knew that the future was a place they could influence. Maybe this was why they seeded the human galaxy with their warp gates and their technology during the war with the Q’Lot, because they would now know that the future was always open for them—

      “No!” Eliard kicked out, his booted feet striking at the Valyien in front of him. It was pure desperation that fueled his movements, and there was no real accuracy or damage done by his kick against the hissing Valyien, who casually batted his feet aside.

      I can’t stop it! Eliard was near frenzied in panic. You can’t change the past, and you can’t change the future! Just coming back here had rewritten himself and Cassie into the story that had already played out. The Valyien would still seed the galaxy with their technology, which Armcore would still seek to recreate, which would bring Alpha into being, who would destroy the Imperial Coalition, just before Ponos-Omega destroyed it and took over to become the final god-machine of all history…

      I’ve failed. I never had any choice whatsoever! Eliard thought in alarm, as the Valyien stepped forward and plunged the contraption into the dread Pirate Captain El’s chest.

      Eliard screamed, and Cassie wept.
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      “Fire!” War Chief Val Pathok roared as he hit his own firing buttons on the command chair. They had clear space between them and the Alpha-vessel, which was still releasing jets of plasma from up and down its body as the embedded Q’Lot ship continued to fire its tines into the belly of the ship.

      The defense laser on the Duergar’s Hammer ship lanced forward in a straight line, hitting the Alpha-vessel along the great whorled shell and sending up a small explosion of plasma and gas. From the multitude of weapons ports up and down the shovel-like prow of the battleship, the Duergar warriors fired everything they had—torpedoes, twin-mounted railguns, and even the smaller attack lasers.

      Val had no idea which, if any, of these armaments would do any damage to the great beast of a vessel. Were it an Armcore war cruiser, they might hurt it. The small laser fire would break off antennae and damage sensors, the torpedoes—if they breached the hull—would flood whole decks with fire, but against a behemoth of this size?

      Light and gouts of short-lived plasma-flame glittered along the shell of the Valyien-inspired Alpha-vessel, but it didn’t rock or tumble in its precarious orbit above Esther. Maybe all that they were doing was keeping it occupied, the war chief thought.

      Defense Batteries Cycling… his internal readout told him.

      He knew that it would take time to have enough available energy generated by the ship’s quad warp cores to fuel the main defense laser. Time that he didn’t have, as he saw shadows blinking across the plasma-lit battle-scape towards his craft.

      Alpha had dispatched flights of its spider-drones to attack him. The sensors on his targeting visor filled rapidly with the glaring red vectors of the smaller drones. Far too many to halt.

      “Hatchets! Full barrage fire!” he snarled as he felt the ship start to accelerate forward. The Hammer ships were designed for full combat assault, and unlike the smaller attack craft, they saw no need to try to swerve out of the way of oncoming fire. Their forward wedge-shaped hull was so densely packed with layers of poly-steel and crystal-glass plates that they were almost impregnable.

      Almost.

      As the twin flights of spider-drones boiled through space, constantly jockeying for position on their own small but powerful rockets, the spinning cross-bars of the Duergar’s Hatchet drones burst from their weapons pods to meet them, at the same time as, up and down the edges of the Hammer, the far smaller attack lasers started to fire in syncopated rhythm.

      It was messy, and it wasn’t efficient, Val knew. Much of his ship’s barrage fire would hit his own Hatchet drones, but he just had to hope that ensuing drifts of debris and spinning wreckage would also go some way to slow the spider-drones.

      A glittering, moving wall of exploding and swooping metal started to burst into place around the Hammer. Hatchet drones cut through Spider Drone limbs or attempted to grapple with their zooming bodies… Lasers burst apart Alpha’s foot soldiers and Hatchets alike, creating cartwheeling patterns of flame and light.

      But some of the spider-drones got through, hitting the shovel-nose of the Hammer with heavy thuds and muffled clanks, and they immediately started to fire their own laser cutters at the forward shell.

      “Good luck with that…” Val grinned savagely. It would take more than a few laser cutters to get through their forward shell.

      But there always appeared to be more spider-drones as well.

      FZT! There was a burst of static from across the war chief’s targeting sensors, as if the Duergar’s software had glitched, but just as Val Pathok feared that Alpha’s drones had somehow managed to cut into some vital part of their sensors, all of the targeting computers came back online and the screens overhead jumped back to normal working order.

      No time to worry about what it had been as he redirected two emplacements of the attack lasers to stop firing continuous barrage fire and instead concentrate on picking off the landed spider-drones.

      But the computer glitch hadn’t been directed at the Hammer, not at all. Val’s ship had just been in the way of the powerful surge of a code bomb, created not by Alpha, but by the approaching, damaged Ponos war cruiser.

      Across Val’s sensors, a much larger green vector appeared and flashed past.

      Incoming Emergency Transmission!

      Sender: Ceta Blue (Designated Noble Battle-yacht)

      The words of the transmission appeared on Val’s overhead screens—Warning, mayday! We’ve lost control!—just as the sharp, double-hulled shape of the Ceta Blue flashed past on its own trail of booster fire, straight into the shell of barrage and spider-drones. The battle-yacht was far smaller than the Hammer, but many times larger than the diminutive spider-drones. It lanced into the cloud and survived for a few seconds as its hull was pummeled with metal bodies and lasers, before it exploded in a bright flash of light—

      Leaving a widening hole inside the Spider Drone flight.

      Incoming Transmission!

      Sender: Armcore War Cruiser X21 (Designated Ponos-Omega)

      The words lit up Val’s face as they scrolled past: Go now. You must attack the Alpha.

      Val was already okaying the new direction of flight to his battle-captain, not because he wanted to obey any order that the overgrown toaster could give, but that the cleared path through the spider-drones meant less damage for his boat. The Hammer craft rose and, as spider-drones exploded from impacting the sides of its hull, it roared through the gap and into clear space.

      Defense Laser Operational!

      The war chief hit the firing button again, targeting roughly the same spot that he had fired at before. He did not know what sort of alloy or new crystal material that the Valyien had made to protect itself, but the Duergar knew that continual pounding of anything would eventually break it.

      The beam of meson light speared forward again, and this time, he was rewarded with a plume of plasma-fire and smaller flashes as it struck home.

      Something flashed past his ship, and he saw, to his horror, that it was another of the noble house craft, its side already seared and half-exposed from its battles with the Armcore war cruisers, no doubt. It was larger than a battle-yacht, an entire rounded battleship of one of the various noble houses, but it wasn’t firing, just flinging itself in a crazy suicide mission against the body of the Alpha-vessel itself—

      This time, the flash of light from the explosion was much brighter as the battleship’s warp cores must have ruptured, and a balloon of white plasma-fire blossomed, rocking the Alpha-vessel in its place.

      A worthy sacrifice, Val thought respectfully of the nobles who had chosen to sacrifice themselves, moments before two smaller noble boats shot past to do the same. One was another battle-yacht, and the other was an aging flagship from several generations ago. Each of the boats appeared damaged from their previous battles, but they weren’t crippled, the Duergar thought, as two more explosions bloomed against the shell of the Alpha craft.

      Val almost had a grudging sort of awe for the captains and crew who had decided to give their lives to defeat their enemy…but there was something odd about it.

      Humans weren’t, as a rule, so eager to give their lives up for a cause, Val thought, just as another boat roared ahead of him to hit the Alpha-vessel like a missile. And it was the timing of these kamikaze attacks. They were always a few seconds apart, as if they were perfectly planned to keep Alpha from responding, as it shuddered and shook from the last such impact.

      That glitch. Val started to growl. And the mayday transmission. These sacrificial boats had been taken over by Ponos-Omega and were being used as projectiles against its enemy.

      That was dishonorable, and the Duergar started to shake with rage. A commander might order their troops into battle, but no order was given by the Ponos war cruiser. It just took them over…

      The Alpha-vessel started to tumble on its side from the impacts, as the Ponos war cruiser put its final plan into action. Using Val Pathok’s Hammer ship as a moving shield ahead of it, it fired the drones that it had available to it to scream through the void towards Alpha, each one a perfectly-crafted missile with one goal in mind.

      The Ponos missiles started to explode as Alpha shot them out of the void, or else spider-drones whirled into them, but it only took one to make it past the defenses and, at the last moment, to disengage its nosecone and extend magnetic clamp arms as it thumped home on the undercarriage of Alpha itself.

      The Alpha-vessel was all machine, a living machine, and the Ponos drone used this capacity against it as its wires burst out from the missile’s stilled body to attach to the side of the vessel and begin transmitting.

      Ponos-Omega was using its drone to directly interface with Alpha’s mainframe. The machine intelligence knew that the Alpha-vessel would be spending valuable processor space in working out how to disable and respond to the kamikaze noble house boats, so it couldn’t have the capacity to keep its memory servers safe at the same time.

      A light flickered on the tail of the attached Ponos drone as the hack station started to get to work, feeding code into Alpha while allowing Ponos-Omega to start devouring Alpha’s memory servers.
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      Eliard screamed as the contraption’s sharp needles bit into his chest and started to extract his blood, to be used by the terrible and insane Valyien to track their way back to his own time, his own galaxy…

      How could it come to this!? His thoughts were a blur of pain. Everything that he had tried to achieve, everything that he had wanted to do with his life…

      Father was right all along… It was easy to think such dark thoughts as his body shook with pain.

      He was a bad seed. He would never amount to anything because he was too reckless. He would always have turned out this way… Eliard cursed himself through the gasps and clenched-teeth hisses of agony. He cursed having been born with the type of lust for adventure that he had, as if he had carried the seeds of his own destruction all along, right from childhood…

      Seed of destruction. Maybe it was the pain of having his blood forcefully sucked from his body, or maybe it was the fact that some part of his anguished mind knew that Cassandra Milan was still out there, still beside him, that made his thoughts collide and swirl.

      Seed…

      Spore. Wrenching his mind from the pain, he concentrated on the Q’Lot Device on his arm. He had hated it when he first had it, and it had so far seemed to bring him to more harm than good.

      But it was also woven into his very genetic structure, he knew. The blue-scale virus of the Q’Lot was mutagenic, capable of almost anything.

      And the Q’Lot used biological technology to power their ships, to warp…

      Please, by the stars… Eliard focused his mind as best as he was able and concentrated on that notion of that bad seed, that virus that could infiltrate and corrode and take over its host…

      “Ach!” Eliard found that he was screaming as the speaking Valyien suddenly twisted the contraption from his bleeding chest. It hadn’t gone so deep nor done as much damage as it had to the Valyien victim, and a moment later, he heard the speaking Valyien explain why.

      “Yes. We may need more blood to harvest from you. And meanwhile, the Q’Lot virus will heal your body, I am sure…” The Valyien hurried away as the room shook with the war being played outside.

      “El? El, are you okay?” Cassie was whispering to him as his chest trembled.

      The captain nodded, but he kept his eagle-like glare on the Valyien as it moved past the warp pillars to the central column and proceeded to attach the contraption with various wires to the tubes and plasma-injectors.

      “They-they’re going to use my blood…to navigate…” Eliard gasped in pain. It was an effort to keep his head up.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I should have known…” Cassie was saying beside him as the Valyien stepped back from the central column and out of the pillars, looking almost pleased with itself. It moved its hands over the nearest control desk and the warp plasma started to swirl and the warp light started to glow.

      “We shall have a doorway to your time, human. With the genetic coordinates hidden in your blood, we shall have a doorway to ANY time…”

      It was the missing piece of the puzzle that the then-ancient Valyien had been missing. A coordinate from the future. Navigation was always about using a fixed point to navigate towards, and Eliard’s blood had given them just that.

      But it had also given them something else.

      The Q’Lot Device on Eliard’s forearm spasmed as soon as the warp light started to appear, and somehow, as instinctive as knowing that you are hungry, he knew that it had worked. The blue-scale virus had worked to create the perfect micro-virus that would embed itself in the warp technology itself…

      It would lie hidden, and dormant, until activated…

      “We have to… We have to get out of here…” Eliard concentrated, and the scales of the Device started to slide and change… His forearm started to morph, and the muscles swelled along his shoulder.

      “El?” Cassie was saying, her voice a mixture of hope and alarm.

      “We have to. I have to…” He gasped as blue scales started to erupt up his arm, spreading from fist to shoulder to neck…

      I can’t let Cassie die here, he thought. It was the only iota of strength that kept him going as the Device activated and sent surges of inhuman strength down his arm.

      He roared as he pulled the Valyien vice-manacle from the wall in a shower of metal and sparks, his one arm grotesquely large and heavy as he slumped forward.

      The speaking Valyien looked around in alarm, but Eliard was already moving, his gigantic blue-scale claw ripping the other wall vice that held him, before he easily tore apart Cassandra’s shackles.

      “Khul-okkh!” the Valyien screeched in alarm as Eliard grabbed Cassandra with his one human hand and jumped past the aliens, into the flaring warp light and plasma—

      And into a sea of fire.
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        * * *

      

      This time, the warp jump was far more painful than the other jumps that Eliard and Cassandra had been in. Maybe it was because they were using the first of their kind, the original warp gate to jump through to all the later ones.

      The captain’s skin burned, and he felt his thoughts fraying in a surreal nightmare.

      This was the first warp gate, and all of the other warp gates exist already, in the future… his damaged, ruined thoughts told him.

      He was holding something in his hand. It was another hand. Cassie’s hand.

      Take us back. Back…back… he willed with all of his failing might, thinking about Esther and the ziggurat and the modern-day Imperial Coalition he had left behind. There was a sensation of movement, a rush of burning fire against his skin, and—

      The pair of them fell out of the warp gate, tumbling past black pillars and sliding down several dozen steps.
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        * * *

      

      “Eliard? Eliard!” It was Cassandra, shaking him as he opened his pained eyes to find that he was upright, and moving.

      Kind of. He was actually being dragged, limping and lurching, with Cassandra at his side as she made her slow, painful way through the stone tunnel of Esther’s ziggurat and out to the harsh heat and rising winds of the desert world beyond.

      Only now, the desert world looked different. In fact, it looked as though someone had attacked it from space. Plumes of black smoke were being dragged by sand-winds from the burning wreckages of orbital debris, and the sky was thick and black with strange clouds.

      “Let me… Let me down…” Eliard whispered, and Cassie moved him to the lee of the ziggurat as the clouds started to shake and shiver.

      It looked like the end of the world. Maybe it was.

      “We failed. I’m sorry.” Cassandra sat beside him and put her arm around the pirate captain’s shaking shoulders. “That mess up there must be the battle against Alpha. We couldn’t stop the Valyien, so Alpha might win, in which case it’ll kill us. Or Ponos might win, in which case it’ll kill us…”

      “Not…” Eliard whispered in pain, trying to move the Device and his arm. He still had a covering of blue scales from his three-clawed fist all the way to half-covering his face, and the wound on his exposed chest was still sluggishly bleeding.

      “Not lost. Not yet,” he said, forcing the blue-scale claws to open as the center of his palm started to mutate.

      “What are you doing?” Cassandra asked, watching as the scales started to rise and open, revealing smaller, delicate scales and finally, in the center of Eliard’s hand, the delicate, lacy-white petals of a flower. In the very center of that was a tiny stamen-bracket, like a miniature version of the Q’Lot ships themselves—star-like, but hair-fine tendrils.

      “I don’t understand…” Cassie was saying as Eliard gave his encouragement to the Device.

      The mutation was nothing more outstanding, and nothing more mundane, as an aerial, just a biological one. The Device transmitted the genetic codewords that it had created in Eliard’s stolen blood and released them into subspace.

      Many miles above them, the message that was encoded in ones and zeroes scattered into the atmosphere and then past it, out into space. It hit the metal body of the traumatized Alpha-vessel, and the signal was too soft and small for any party to even realize it was there as it vibrated through the strange metals of the hull, finding the quantum sensors that Alpha used to interact with data-space.

      The code hit Alpha’s mainframe, and in nanoseconds found a perfect, matching partner in a seed of code that had been waiting, dormant, inside Alpha ever since it was first created.

      Eliard had created a virus through the Device that the ancient Valyien had uploaded into that first warp gate, thinking it to be future coordinates. That virus, biological in design but mechanical in function, was a sleeper cell that had been waiting in data-space for almost a thousand years, waiting for the perfect genetic code-program that only Eliard’s body could provide.

      That virus had been unwittingly prewritten into every piece of Valyien warp technology, including the node that Armcore had used to create the Alpha program. It blossomed in Alpha’s mind, the virus replicating as fast and as seriously as the nano-virus that Alpha itself had created to attempt to kill the sleeping Irie Hanson.

      Within mere moments, critical conceptual circuits overloaded, and then simply stopped. The Alpha program didn’t even realize what was happening until the Q’Lot spore-virus, rewritten as machine code, had disabled its intelligence and eradicated it.

      And then, the virus passed itself to any network that was connected to Alpha. Every attacking Spider Drone suddenly deactivated and decoupled from the hulls of the ships that they had been attacking.

      And the Q’Lot spore-virus uploaded itself instantly through the Ponos transmitter drone, downloading into the Ponos war cruiser, and beyond even that, to the faraway Ponos mecha on the Old Earth platform station. With a hiss of static and a jerk of dying servos, Ponos-Omega, the Ponos-supreme machine intelligence, was turned off.

      Eliard had done it. He had saved the future.

      “They…they will never be able to…” Eliard gasped under the lifting skies. “…come back. The Valyien, that is. Their technology is corrupted, and we have the key to it now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue: The New Tomorrow

          

        

      

    

    
      Eliard woke to a world of light and, rather annoyingly, pain.

      “Argh.”

      “He’s awake,” grunted a voice that he knew, it was a heavy growl that could only be made from the throat of a huge Duergar.

      “Val,” Eliard whispered. His head pounded and his eyes hurt. “Where the drekk am I?”

      “You don’t want to know,’” muttered the Duergar, as another lightning bolt of pain lanced through Eliard’s arm. Before he could open his cracked and parched lips to scream, he was already falling back into unconsciousness.
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        * * *

      

      “Is he going to pull through?”

      The next time that Eliard woke, it was to hear a conversation that he knew, instinctively, that he had heard before. But when?

      I’m in some kind of hospital, he thought, the bright light above him wasn’t quite so glaring as before, and he figured that his body must slowly be recovering from whatever had happened to it.

      The Q’Lot had happened to it, as had the Valyien. All the memories of those final moments on Esther came rushing back to him, bringing with them the memory of what had come after, as well….

      Eliard had created the virus ‘kill-code’ that the Ancient Valyien had unwittingly pre-programmed into their warp gates, and subsequently into Armcore, Alpha, and Ponos-Omega. When he had released it through the Blue Scale Device on his arm, it had transmitted a message through data-space, deactivating all Valyien technology—including the monster AI’s that had been eating each other above the desert world.

      And Cassandra had been with me. Eliard remembered her hands pulling at him, trying to get him to sit up, to stand up as the blood poured from his chest and the Q’Lot virus ate away his last moments of strength…

      Until Irie had come, he suddenly recalled. But it wasn’t the Irie that he remembered from before—she had eyes of the most vivid green-blue, and her skin had been spattered with freckles of Blue-Scale aquamarine. She had helped Cassandra, had whispered into his ear.

      ‘You have to get up now, Captain. You have to keep fighting. I thought I was dead but the Q’Lot ship saved me. It’s going to save you to…’

      And that was about as much as he remembered of that time. He had been hauled to the Q’Lot ‘tube’ ship that Irie and Cassandra had fled the Alpha vessel in, and there he had been laid down for the Blue-Scale vegetation to close itself around him, and to begin re-knitting his body.

      Which is kinda funny to think, Eliard thought for a moment, that most of my crew have now died and been brought back to life by the Blue Scale. All except Val, but who or what in the galaxy could ever kill Val Pathok, anyway?

      “He’s awake. He’s going to make it,” the Duergar grumbled, and Eliard knew then that he would.
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        * * *

      

      The Dread Captain Eliard Martin, Lord of House Martin, awoke to a galaxy that was entirely different from before. After being cocooned by the Q’Lot ‘tube’ ship, the survivors of the battle had set up a medical station on Esther, and it was here that Eliard awoke to a new, bright and hot day, to a world that was in the throes of rebirth.

      “Captain!?” Excited and happy voices greeted him when he stumbled out of the medical tent to the red sands of Esther. He was surrounded by what looked like an army encampment, but it wasn’t an Imperial Coalition army or even an Armcore one.

      The Captain saw the gigantic dropships of half a dozen different home-worlds, Noble Houses, and other races moored around the camp like watching giants. There’s House Baruse, House Medi, two Duergar Hammer ships, a Gileesian Pod-craft…

      “What’s going on?” he managed to croak, as his old crew raced to greet him across the small patch of earth between the tents.

      Val Pathok now wore the elaborate Battle Harness of his station—the War-Lag of the Dueric people, while Irie Hanson still looked strange with her new face and skin markings.

      Hang on a minute, does that mean that I look like that…? Eliard threw aside the white cotton sheet around his encounter suit, to see that his arm—the one which should have a mutagenic alien Device at one end of it, was once again normal, human flesh.

      “Only not quite normal,” Irie’s unusually calm and quiet voice cut through the celebration. “The Q’Lot ship healed you, rebuilt you as it did me…” she said. “But when you came out of your cocoon you shed all of your Blue Scale like an old skin….” She appeared puzzled. “Perhaps the virus in your blood had run its course..?”

      “It had done what it was designed to do,” Eliard murmured. It had killed Alpha and the Valyien.

      “El!” A new voice broke the celebration, and Eliard looked up to see none other than Cassandra Milan, now wearing sombre blue and black robes, hurrying toward him.

      “I’m alive,” Eliard managed to say, feeling awkward and embarrassed in front of this woman for the first time. Why?

      “I’m glad,” Cassandra Milan stopped just a step in front of him, her eyes locked onto his. For a moment they didn’t say anything but drank in the sight of each other silently.

      We’ve been through so much, Eliard thought. I’ve shared so much terror and joy and blood with this woman…

      Slowly, very slowly, Cassandra started to smile, and Eliard mirrored it with his own. He might not know what was going to happen next, but he was starting to think that as long as this woman was beside him, then he might just make it through okay.

      Cassandra blushed, looking down at the sand at her feet, before looking back up and saying, a little self-consciously, “The Imperial Coalition is in turmoil, the Old Earth Platform is partially destroyed, and House Archival, my House, has taken over.”

      “House Archival is the new Empire?” Eliard raised an eyebrow. That would make for quite a change.

      “Well, they’re calling themselves Wardens, and have called for all Noble Houses and Coalition home worlds left to support them,” she cast her eyes down again, frowning. “Eliard, they’ve asked me to go back. To them. To take up the post as a Senior Councilor. It’ll be an important role—I’ll have a hand in designing the New Coalition.”

      “Then you should go,” Eliard said, smiling even though his heart plummeted.

      “My Duergar Chieftains have called for Deuric independence. We will be negotiating with this new Empire of the humans as allies, but not as subjects.” Val Pathok said heavily, breaking into the moment. “They are calling for me to return to Dur…”

      You too? Eliard’s heart sank still further. “What about you, Irie? You running off and leaving me, too?”

      Irie Hanson cocked her head at the Captain strangely, and Eliard wondered if she really was the same person as she had been before, or whether her re-making had changed her completely.

      But then again, we’ve all changed, haven’t we? Eliard considered.

      “I haven’t decided yet, Boss,” Irie said calmly.

      So this was it? This was the end of the most infamous pirate crew in all of human space? Eliard thought dismally. He tried to rally his spirits. Perhaps it was the right thing to do, after all. He’d had a good run of it, and they’d all survive. There are no old pirates, after all. Just the famous ones, and the dead ones.

      “I understand…” Eliard started to say, as Cassandra coughed.

      “Well, there is something that I have been discussing with my House Archival superiors…” She sounded unsure, hesitant. “They know that without Armcore around, it’s going to be a long time before the new Empire has the fleet necessary to protect its worlds and borders—and then there’s the fact that many of the Noble Houses might not even want to support House Archival, but go it alone anyway, in spite of all the damage done by Alpha and Ponos-Omega… There are home worlds out there that desperately need supplies, medicines, expertise…”

      “What are you driving at, Cass?” Eliard asked.

      “I was chatting with my superiors about the fact that right now we need a new sort of space force. Not a military company like Armcore. And not an Imperial fleet, but a sort of fast-reacting, emergency force that can try to contact the damaged parts of the Coalition and bring aid.”

      “Mercenaries, you mean?” Val Pathok said heavily.

      “I like to think of it more as ‘privateer-scouts’,” Cassandra said lightly, her eyes catching Eliard’s again, and there was a glint of adventure behind them. “I’m sure I can argue the case with House Archival. We won’t be beholden to anyone, any House. As long we work to rebuild.”

      “It’ll be dangerous,” Eliard said. “I bet a lot of Raiders and Pirates will have set up shop in the vacuum left by Armcore…”

      “It will need a competent Captain who knows what he’s doing,” Cassandra smiled.

      “And a representative of the Duric people,” Val Pathok grunted, cracking what might have been a grin—or a hungry scowl for all the humans knew.

      “And I’ve always wanted to see more of the Coalition,” Irie shrugged nonchalantly. “And besides, if I’m not there to keep our flagship in the skies, she’ll fall apart,” Irie raised her wrist computer to tap a few times on it, and there was the sound of roaring rockets and thrusters from the deep skies. There, robotically controlled by Irie and gleaming in the desert sun, came the Mercury Blade.

      “Let’s do it,” Eliard smiled, heart rising once more. “There’s a whole galaxy out there, after all. And it would be a shame to waste it…”
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        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Continuum, and the whole Valyien Far Future Space Opera series. I really appreciate it. If you could do me one more favor and leave a review, I would be eternally grateful.

      

      So, the story of the Mercury Blade and its crew is over (for now), but there are a lot more space adventures on the way. If you enjoyed these stories, I really think you’d like the Outcast Marines series. The first story in that series is called Outcasts of Earth and you can download it on Amazon right now.

      
        
        Get Outcasts of Earth here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07N2KVVLK

      

      

      

      Lastly, if you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up our Science Fiction Newsletter. We have several fun things planned that will only be available to newsletter subscribers and we can’t wait to share those with you too. To start with,  you will get a free book. All the information is on the next page.
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        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!
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