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      Darkness. The smell of millennia-old dust. Something skittered in the darkness, dislodging some pebble or sand, before the dark becomes quiet once more.

      This place has been quiet for a long time. Whole worlds have been terraformed and occupied since the last time this cavernous void has seen the light. Whole civilizations have risen and fallen since any intelligent being walked here. You might detect some of that timelessness in the slowly sifting airs. Even down here, in the deeps of an alien moon, there are drafts and currents.

      Slowly and hesitantly, the darkness starts to lift as a gentle iridescent green and blue glow kindles. Some strange spore or alga bloom manages to live even down here, feeding on the minute organic particles that still drift through the vaults. If anyone suddenly appeared down here and looked up, they would think they are witnessing a new, alien sky. Perhaps all the old stories are true about the other side of the universe like a horrid, beautiful, terrifying mirror to this side.

      The glow extends in patches and waves as the ethereal single-cell life responds to the bioluminescence of its fellows. Greens descend into mustard yellows, blues become pregnant purples. There are whole fungal wars and conquests going on as we speak, histories that will never be noticed or recorded.

      The light illuminates a vast cavern. Larger than most starships, as large as an entire space station perhaps. The rock and algae walls are fluted and curving, carved by the millenniums of sand and air into fantastic natural shapes.

      But then the glow finds an edge. A flat, straight line. A right angle.

      If anyone was standing here, their eyes would instantly be drawn to this imposition of order in the natural landscape. Never mind the glowing fungus, these corners and shapes are unnatural. They are too big, for one. Massive stone blocks made into steps, some out of sequence and half-tumbled. What is it? What has lain down here in the alien dark for so long, that even time itself has forgotten it?

      The cavern reveals itself not as a cave at all, but the wide lip of a pit. The block-shapes occupy one entire half of the cavern, before descending jaggedly in awkward terraces into darkness. It is hard to tell if this is the work of some god-like imagination, or whether this is a tragedy of a cosmic scale. Did the beings who made this site dig the pit? Surely no mortal hands could accomplish such a task. It would take eons just to move that much dirt!

      Time is relative, however, especially in the furthest reaches of space.

      Or would the imaginary passerby think they are looking at the death of some ancient civilization? A sudden earthquake or volcano ripping through intelligent endeavor?

      The pit is unfathomable. The glow of the walls does not extend to the lip of the circle in the rock. It’s almost as if even the single-celled algal lifeform knew that going down there would be a bad idea.

      Maybe the fungi have more sense than humans.

      The stillness is disturbed by a slight noise—a tremor in the currents of dust that haven’t been disturbed like this since the nearest star was a different color. The bioluminescent fungus reacts to the movement, glaring brighter, flashing iridescent colors as if in warning.

      Thudududuhr… the tremor becomes a muffled noise, and then it becomes a groan. The algal walls spin and wash themselves in reactive pigments.

      Thock! Suddenly, for the first time in a long time, there is a loud crack and a tumble of rocks fall from the roof, vanishing into the darkness of the pit as if swallowed.

      THUDUDUHR! The grinding noise reaches a pitch, and with a human shout, is suddenly shut off. The motor winds down. A haze of light starts to fill the cavern from this tiny imperfection in the ceiling. It is a different sort of light than the alien green and purple one in here. It is a healthier one, of faded grey and white, but for the life of the cavern, it means death. The bioluminescence starts to fade and turn off in great swathes. The algae could never survive with such direct light, and their entire mushroom genealogy is wiped out in a matter of seconds.

      “What the—” a tiny, muffled voice says from the hole. “Get me a light down here, will you? And the ropes! The ropes!”

      The cavern waits patiently. The stone ziggurat waits patiently. The pit waits patiently. There is a scrape, a curse, and descending in slow movements, a star is born into the dark.

      It is a tiny human, descending on strengthened poly-steel ropes, holding powerful caving torches. The light is harsh and bright in this place of secrets, and it reveals the stone ziggurat occupying one half of the cavern and built into the pit besides.

      “Sweet mother of god!”
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      If there is one thing you’re not supposed to do, it’s lie to Trader Hogan, Eliard Martin, Captain of the Mercury Blade thought as he stared into the small, fierce eyes of the man in front of him.

      Trader Hogan was only a small man, barely over five feet, and clad in the goldish-red robes of the Traders’ Belt. He had the sort of head that made the thin and rakish-looking Eliard think of rats—but this would have to have been a bald one, save for the black nodules of implants across the trader’s cranium. Hogan was surrounded by four very large mercenaries, who all dwarfed the captain in his green duster and form-fitting encounter suit. They had the sort of shoulders that could play pro-SpinBall even before the heavy layers of exo-suit armor were added on top. They weren’t carrying guns, but instead, steel grey stunclubs that would certainly put a dent in Eliard’s already terrible day.

      Frack. The captain took a deep breath.

      Eliard—or ‘El’ to those that knew him—knew that he was making a bad choice. But when he thought about his career, the man thought that he had never made anything but bad choices. He pulled his duster coat closer around his shoulders, making sure that at least the gold pips on the high collar were visible.

      “I can’t pay, Hogan. You know my last run was unsuccessful,” Eliard said, managing a tight-lipped smile. Eliard wondered if he could make it back to the door behind him before Hogan’s goons got to him. He wondered if he could make it off the Trader Base of Charylla before Hogan had the ports shut down. Hogan was a big cheese in the Traders’ Belt. A senior member of the council, if only because he had blackmailed, bribed, or threatened every other councilor. The station of Charylla was his.

      The little man did not return the smile. “You want to repeat what you just said to me, El?”

      Double-frack. “Didn’t you hear? There are Armcore customs ships up and down the Delta Sector, I couldn’t get through. No one can.”

      Trader Hogan pursed his lips. A bad sign, Eliard thought. “So, you are telling me that the fearless Captain Eliard, on one of the fastest ships in this sector, couldn’t make it past some lazy Armcore officials, sipping their coffee and eating daze-cakes all shift?”

      No, what I am telling you is that I still have your loot stashed in one of my aft lockers, and I’m going to sell it myself! Eliard tried not to betray a flicker of emotion. He was through working all these terrible jobs for Hogan and getting paid next to nothing for it. Not even a cut off the top of the deal—and Hogan always gave him the furthest, most dangerous jobs.

      Maybe because he knows that the Mercury can do it, a sarcastic thought crept into Eliard’s head. Of course the Mercury could do it, just not for creeps like Hogan and his goons anymore.

      It was time that we started making some real money, Eliard had thought. Time that we strike out on our own…

      “Hm.” The little man reached up to very slowly and very carefully scratch at one of the nodes on his head. Rumor has it that he had quantum receivers in there, wired straight to the Coalition data-space, so that Hogan could read, in real-time, just what the galactic stock markets were doing, which was also why he was so fabulously wealthy.

      “Then the next thing that I have to ask is…where is the cargo that I entrusted to you?” Hogan glared at Eliard and there was a shift in the four guards around him, from ‘look threatening’ to ‘let’s paint the walls with this guy’s face.’ Hogan was like that, Eliard knew. He was famed throughout the Traders’ Belt of non-aligned asteroids and habitats for his means of ‘settling up’ with those who lied to, stole from, or cheated him. Usually, that meant a long walk out of a very short airlock—without your suit. Or else it could mean that you and your crew found yourselves in the fertilizer vats and pumped back into the synthetic food or sprayed across terraform projects as a fine particulate mist.

      Eliard felt the heavy iron of the bulkhead lock behind him. He stood in one of the many octagonal corridors that wormed its way through Charylla. On the other side of that bulkhead, it was a short sprint to the Charylla Markets—a chaos of neon and noise. Surely, he could lose them in there, right?

      “If you’re thinking about opening that door, I wouldn’t advise it,” Hogan said in clipped tones, as the nearest of the thugs—surprisingly quickly, Eliard thought—reached forward to prod him, hard, in the shoulder with the stunclub. Luckily it wasn’t turned on, but it still hurt.

      “Get off me!” Eliard batted it away, which only caused the guard to grin even wider, and raise the stunclub as if he were baiting a wild animal.

      “Where is my cargo, Captain?” Hogan repeated.

      “Armcore customs were on to me. I had to jettison it out by the Betel 9 transponder. Heaven knows who’s got it now.” Eliard had had his story ready of course. The Betel 9 transponder was just one of the many routine deep-space signaling devices that ships could use to navigate by, and that meant that a lot of traffic passed by. A bit of space flotsam out there could easily be picked up by a passing vessel or burned up in the passing warp signatures.

      “Had to jettison it,” Hogan repeated in a tone that could slice steel. This time, the other guards rolled their shoulders.

      “Well, normally in this kind of situation, Eliard, I would have you and your crew cleaning my boat without spacesuits, but then I would be down ten thousand credits.”

      That cargo was worth ten thousand? The captain of the Mercury Blade was shocked. It had been a small cargo box. Barely big enough to hold a pair of gloves. Oh, frack.

      “I can make it up next run,” Eliard said through gritted teeth, whilst on the inside, he was berating himself for trying to cheat the most powerful crook in the Belt. What had Hogan put in there, diamonds?

      “If I let you live, you mean,” Hogan said sourly. “I don’t think you could earn that much in a year, Eliard. How much is the Mercury Blade worth again?” Hogan gave him a quizzical look.

      Much more than that!  “She’s not a part of this deal,” Eliard said quickly.

      “The deal? Deal?” The trader betrayed a momentary flash of anger. “And who are you to tell me what is and isn’t in the deal? This isn’t even a deal, you dimwit. This is recompense.” The thugs flexed their muscles and took a step forward.

      “Wait.” The trader held up a hand. “I can see the advantage of having you owe me, Captain Eliard. Here, then, is the ‘deal,’ as you so eloquently put it: you get me my ten thousand, or I take your boat.”

      Where am I going to come up with that kind of money? You just want the Mercury as your personal slave-galley. Eliard looked at the guards. Could he take them? He would rather give it a go than have to tell his crew they were going to lose their money and their ship and their home. That was the kind of thing that made a crew very angry indeed, and then made them think about words like ‘mutiny’ and ‘lynching.’

      I am so fracked. “I’ll get you your money, and then we’re clear.”

      “Really?” Hogan said.

      “Really. I promise. Ten thousand credits,” Eliard heard himself say.

      “I changed my mind.” Hogan smiled. “Twenty thousand, due in one Sol week.”

      One week! Eliard could have spat. That was an awful lot of money in a very short time, but he was being allowed to live, and to fly. He wondered if he could convince the rest of the crew to leave near Coalition space and never return to the Traders’ Belt.

      Unlikely.

      “You got a problem with that, El?” Hogan’s eyes were scouring his like a spider, waiting for a fly to land. “Because you know, I can just have my boys push you out of the nearest airlock and take your boat instead, if you’d prefer?”

      “No, a week sounds just about fine, Trader,” Eliard was forced to say.

      Now all I have to do is to find some well-paying work, very fast.
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      “You owe how much?” Irie, the Mercury’s mechanic, looked at Eliard from between her long braids of dark hair. They stood at the side of one of Charylla’s many bars, where he had managed to track down the leather-clad engineer as she had been routinely acing everyone at darts.

      Irie Hanson was a marvel of the engineering world, or so Eliard thought, anyway. If only she didn’t know it at the same time, too, he had thought on many occasions. She was a little shorter than he was, with skin like burnt umber and a home-made set of goggles permanently slid halfway up her forehead. From her utility belts she could produce, almost at any given moment, an array of tools and spare parts from spanners to circuit boards. She was the reason that the Mercury was still flying after all of the misuse that Eliard put it through.

      “Twenty thousand credits. For Trader Hogan’s cargo,” Eliard said.

      “Wasn’t that the box that we were supposed to drop off at Kavon 3?” Irie squinted at him over the top of her bright green drink. They had been in space for a long time this run, and even the usually humanity-hating engineer had decided to venture into society for a change of faces.

      “Yeah, uh, about that…” Eliard shrugged, before a nervous grin spread slowly across his features. “It’s still sitting in one of the aft lockers.”

      “What!?” The woman coughed her drink over the bar. “We now owe twenty thousand because you decided to double-cross…” She looked around quickly and turned her angry shout into a fierce hiss. “You decided to double-cross the most feared smuggler on this side of Andromeda!? Eliard! What in the blue were you thinking?”

      “Oh, I don’t know…That we could make some money, maybe?” he said. “Which we can, now. We can sell the cargo ourselves somewhere, make a profit maybe, do a few other little jobs while we’re at it, and return to pay off Hogan…”

      “Why don’t you just give it back?” she hissed at him. “No harm, no foul, right?”

      The captain winced. “I don’t think Hogan sees it quite like that. I told him I jettisoned it past the Betel 9.” The captain licked his lips nervously. “And uh, the original cargo is only worth ten K. Hogan added another ten because he’s a fan of my sparkling personality.”

      “Urgh.” Irie slammed her drink down on the counter and signaled for two more.

      “Thanks, I could do with a stiff drink after today…” Eliard started to say when they arrived.

      “Uh-huh, fly-boy. They’re not for you.” The woman downed one immediately, then picked up the other to sip more slowly. “I will not be buying you a drink for a looong time, Captain.” She scowled at him. “You know that we can’t sell whatever it is on Charylla, right? Hogan will only find out about it…”

      “We’ll get the money, I promise,” Eliard said, before wondering just how many promises he had made already today. It had been a water-tight plan. It shouldn’t have backfired like this.

      “You’d better get the money, you mean.” Irie finished her drink with another disgruntled shake of her head and reached for her patched leather jacket.

      “Hey. Where are you going?” the captain said. Is she walking out on me? On the Mercury? I need my engineer!

      “I’ve got a guy searching for parts in Level 9,” Irie flung over her shoulder. “I want to get those parts and get them stashed away before you do anything else stupid, and maybe get my home taken away from me!”

      Eliard watched her storm off into the crowd and groaned. Well, at least it hadn’t been our gunner that I ran into first.
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      “Do you want to die!?” roared the very large, blue-skinned Duergar, with a broad, wedge-shaped head and tusks emerging from his lower jaw. He was the Mercury Blade’s gunner.

      Val Pathok was large even by Duergar standards. His shoulders were broad and thickly corded with visible muscle—Duergars, thanks to their greater body mass and double-layer of thickened skin, rarely wore much more than part-armor and trousers—and his long arms would reach down almost all the way to his knees, were they not currently grabbing the lapels of Captain Eliard’s green duster and shaking him violently.

      “Did you not hear me, human!” the Duergar roared again. El could clearly see the row of large, grinding fangs in the big mouth. “You gamble with all of our lives! You clearly want to die!”

      “Uh… I think the whole bar heard you?” Eliard managed.

      “Fool. Typical human.” The Duergar released him with a shove, causing Eliard to crash into the nearest table, much to the annoyance of the patrons there. When Eliard had finished apologizing and wiping spilled drinks from himself, he had to run after the Duergar making his way through the bar and out into the Charylla Markets beyond.

      “Hey, Val, wait up!”

      The markets were a dazzle of light and noise. Instantly, the captain was surrounded by the bustle of traders and smugglers, and even worse types, pushing and shoving as they fought their way to their preferred shop. There were neon-lit stalls selling every manner of street food imaginable, as well as booths that specialized in rare nuts and bolts and wire-mesh storefronts who specialized in guns and ammunition.

      There was a flash of light as a drone passed by overheard, blaring its advertising messages for some particular trader or another. Higher balconies of the market displayed more shops, and more consumers laughing, shouting, or haggling.

      “Val!” Eliard shouted again, struggling through the crowd to him. “I can explain!”

      The Duergar were not known for their forgiving nature, it had to be said. As one of the many up-lifted races, they had entered the arena of universal politics much earlier than the self-made humans had—only to find that they were the lowest of the heap, and expected to work as slaves for the ‘higher’ ancient life forms once known as the Valyien. Some claimed that this made them (rightly) distrustful of everyone.

      “You can explain, can you?” Val Pathok, one of the largest blue-skinned Duergar you might ever see, stopped and turned in the river of bustling traffic, which parted around him like a rock. He never had to worry about being offered space in a transport. The smaller humans just naturally moved away from him at the nearest opportunity.

      “Yes!” Eliard caught up with him, enjoying the momentary eddy in the street that the large blue-skin made for a moment. “You see, it was a water-tight plan…”

      “I do see, El,” Val thundered. “I see only too well. You were stupid, and greedy—just like always—and you thought that you could gamble the lives of your crew for profit. So, you must have a death wish.”

      “I was doing it for us, Val! For the Mercury!” the captain pleaded with his gunner. Which was basically true, he thought. It was supposed to be their chance to start afresh. To stop being the heel on everyone else’s boot and start wearing the shoes for once!

      “Don’t be mad, Val. We need a good gunner like you,” Eliard said. “The best damn gunner in the galaxy.”

      “Flattery will not help you, Captain,” the blue-skinned monolith stated heavily, furrowing his heavy brows. For a dizzying moment, Eliard thought that the Duergar was going to hit him—it would be like getting hit by a building, he was sure, but then the heavy brows slowly unknit, and the gunner just sighed. “But you are my captain, and I took an oath.”

      Oh, thank the stars that the Duergar have that weird hang-up about honor, Eliard thought.

      “And besides which, where will Mister Nosbert live?” the giant creature grumbled.

      “Your cat?” Eliard thought of the white fluffy thing that seemed to do nothing but hiss and spit at him. You would rather risk your neck for your cat than me? he thought in alarm, before he said, “Of course, your cat. Precisely. Where is that beautiful animal going to live if you leave the Mercury? You know that Charylla is no place for a cat!”

      “Hmm,” Val agreed, fixing his austere glare on the tides of people around him. “Yes, you are right. This is no place for Mister Nosbert.”

      “Excuse me, gentleman? But it seems to me that you may be in a spot of bother?” It was just at that very moment that a third person joined their negotiation—a woman, with rich and luxuriant silks wrapped around her form, but around whose head stretched the many radials of a data-halo, and on her arms were the many nodules and nodes of not-so-discreet implants, some glowing faintly.

      Oh great, a Data Smith. Eliard rolled his eyes. In official Coalition space, they were a well-respected and commonplace member of society—able to mine the floating data sphere for information at request, and to offer their research, translation, and advice for a small fee.

      Out here in the Traders’ Belt, however, the Data Smiths took on a different role. As information smugglers, they could be asked for leads on profitable sales or the movements of Armcore patrols. People used them as a way of finding out about their rivals, or as means to impress their lovers, but as the quantum network out there was erratic to say the least, their information was often unreliable and sometimes several Sol months, if not years, out of date.

      “We don’t need your help, ma’am,” Eliard said.

      “You do, Captain El,” the woman said smoothly, inclining her gold and steel halo at him. “You’re not such a nobody as you think, Captain. Half of Charylla has already heard that you messed up with Trader Hogan.” The woman fluttered her hand over the forearm nodes of her other hand. Her eyes started to look far away, but she kept talking. “And desperate men need desperate opportunities, Captain El. Cross my palm with a hundred credits and I may have some data that you need to hear right now.”

      “Or you could be about to tell me what the weather was like on Jupiter last Tuesday.” Eliard rolled his eyes at Val beside him. “C’mon, big guy. We don’t need to listen to mumbling soothsayers…”

      “No. I want to hear.” Val’s clawed hand moved to his belt, where he produced a roll of gold-shining coins. “One hundred, madam.”

      “Thank you,” the Data Smith said graciously, her hands interrogating her controls and her eyes starting to glow an eerie blue. “You are in desperate times, with many men after you…” she began in her sing-song voice.

      “Tell me something I don’t know, right?” Eliard muttered.

      “…but there is great profit ahead of you, just around the corner,” she said dreamily. “A little piece of data came to my attention just recently, gentlemen. Of an archaeological survey very recently completed in the Tritho System, Epsilon Sector. On the moon of Tritho Prime, there has been discovered ruins. Vast ruins of an unknown origin, although all the evidence points to it being some sort of outpost of the Valyien, before their fall.”

      Valyien tech? Eliard’s ears pricked up. And it hasn’t been claimed by the Noble Houses of the Coalition yet? That could be worth a lot of money. That could worth a whole heck of a lot more than twenty thousand credits.

      “Okay… I’m listening,” the captain said. “What else?”

      “That’s it, I’m afraid, gentlemen. The survey filed their report just this last week, and they have been filtering through the approval and verification process of the academic journals.” The Data Smith shrugged, her eyes slowly losing their shine and returning to normal. “Of course, by the time this data goes public…”

      Every noble, military, smuggler, and mercenary will be on their way there… Eliard nodded. It was lucky that he had the fastest ship in the sector, and a crew of two (and a cat) who were no strangers to perilous situations.

      “Get your shopping done, Val, because it looks like we got a new job!” The captain suddenly felt a whole lot better.
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      The Data Smith watched the captain of the Mercury Blade speed through the Charylla Markets, followed by the massive walking monolith that was the Duergar, before they were quickly swallowed by the lights and throngs of people. The captain was handsome enough, the woman thought with a slight leer. For one of those pretty-boy types.

      The woman sighed, brushing non-existent lint from her robes as she gathered them about her and turned in the crowd. With a flutter of her fingers on her opposing forearm, she sent a message that turned off the glowing beads of light that ran up and down her halo, indicating that she was now off-duty. Anyone approaching her for information would be rewarded with a snarl and possibly a sharp prod.

      Not that she was off-duty, of course. The Data Smith never truly had ‘time off,’ as running along her internal vision, via an implant plugged straight into her optic nerve, was a steady relay of data headlines, private messages, and leads on questions that she was constantly ferreting out. One of which was blinking in an alert-green.

      Tritho Mission, it blinked, and with a swerve of her eyes, she opened the message to scroll holographically over the swaying and bustling crowds, visible only to herself.

      Is it done? Did you contact the Mercury Blade? Meet me at the usual place.

      Another weary sigh from the Data Smith. Her latest employer and the sender of this message was nothing if not persistent. He was an outsider, not a resident of Charylla, and clearly not a trader either. He had none of those rough edges that the traders did, that flexibility of mind that meant they were always open to haggling and negotiation. The old woman thought that he stuck out like a sore thumb in this station filled to the brim with ragged, scruffy, last-year’s fashion people bartering for a better deal.

      But he paid well, she thought, turning with another flourish of her robes and meandering through the crowds in the main concourse and down one of the connecting corridors. This one was a little less busy than the main thoroughfare, but still boasted a variety of shops and boutiques with their strip-neon lights. Here, however, they sold slightly more refined and less popular entertainments and items. An entire shop devoted to Arkadian Slugs, a parlor from which synth electro music swept out, and even a fine art emporium, to name a few.

      Her employer was standing at one of the doorway cafes that were so popular. Merely a window with a long strip of a bar and a few stools outside.

      “Sir.” She nodded demurely as she approached, figuring that it was always best to keep on the right side of the person paying your bills.

      The man’s face was almost completely shaded by a heavy grey hood, the cloak hanging to just below the man’s knees. His chin was pale and hairless, and his lips thin and faintly bluish.

      He does like to be mysterious, the Data Smith thought, but knew that she did not get paid to be nosy.

      “You did what I asked?” the man murmured before taking a sip from his glass. The Data Smith noticed that he didn’t offer her a drink from the bar.

      “Certainly. I told Captain Martin about the Tritho expedition, and he seemed very interested,” the woman said. “Now…” Money? The deal had been a half upfront payment and the other half on completion. Normally, the woman would never work like this, but the payment was so good.

      “Of course.” The man inside the hood nodded, and from under the confines of his large cloak there buzzed a tiny white and blue drone, hovering and moving quickly as it darted to her hand.

      That is some expensive tech! the Data Smith thought. Maybe she should have doubled her price. Within moments, the drone had landed on her forearm and engaged with one of her in-ports, delivering a viral code that unlocked a transaction in data space. Running along her inner vision, she saw the blue words flaring into life: Money Received into your Account! 2000 Coalition Credits!

      “Thank you very much, a pleasure doing business with you.” The woman sighed in satisfaction as the drone buzzed back to the confines of its master. “Is there anything else that I can do for you? Would you like me to get some data about your future?” She tried to tease the man into spending more of that money.

      “No. Your use to me is finished, and I have already seen the future,” the man said flatly, pushing the glass back into the window bar, standing up, and turning to go. For some reason, the cold intractability of his last words made the Data Smith shiver. It didn’t sound as though it was a very hopeful future that the man had seen, whatever it had been.

      “Pfagh.” Shaking her head, she looked back to the main thoroughfare, and went back to work.
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      “Any chance for a bit more power, Engineer?” El shouted into the small radio system on the flight deck. Even though the Mercury Blade wasn’t a very large boat, and his engineer, mechanic, and all-round technical specialist might even be able to distantly hear him holler, he wanted to at least try to do things properly since leaving the Traders’ Belt.

      And thank my lucky stars we did leave that place in one piece, the captain thought again from his place in front of the ship’s wheel. He could have been sitting in the large and well-cushioned flight chair that was swung out to one side of him, but once again, Eliard didn’t want to give either of his crew any impression that he was doing anything other than by the books right now.

      Irie and Val are already mightily annoyed with me, he thought sourly. Best not give them another reason to mutiny.

      The Traders’ Belt was a semi-stationary asteroid belt held between the gravitational effects of a massive gas giant and a smaller one. It was spread out across many thousands of star-leagues of space, with small settlements of asteroid-habitats and stations dotted along its curve. It was notoriously difficult to fly for those who weren’t ‘recognized’ by the Trader’s Council—which El and his crew were, if barely—and thus had become a perfect home for the non-aligned factions of the thirty-first millennium.

      It was also way too near the main shipping routes for El’s liking, and approximately the other side of the sector map to the system of Tritho. El had left the Belt gratefully, but he felt like every satellite and drone was looking at them angrily before they got the chance to warp out of there.

      The Mercury Blade couldn’t do deep warp flights, unfortunately. It just wasn’t big enough to hold that big a generator and stabilize that much of an energy field, but she was excellent at short warp ‘hops.’ And no boat was faster than she was, El was sure—both in short-warp and in the skies.

      Designed by none other than the Marcionne Ship Builders, the Mercury Blade was unique—even though other traders called her a pleasure boat behind El’s back. She looked like a leaping dart, a fine triangular nose with an edge of gleaming gold, before a wedge-shaped body with the bulkier rocket cannisters and rounded module compartments that made up the bulk of her. She gleamed a silver, green, and gold—and could flash through an atmosphere like a lightning bolt.

      But she is also going a bit slow. El frowned at the console readouts. They had just fallen out of their seventh warp jump, which should have been enough to plant them securely in the Tritho System.

      I need to get there faster! El ground his teeth in frustration. If what the Data Smith had said was true, then any shift now, half of the Coalition’s top science people and military Armcore were going to descend on this backwater little nothing-moon, and then he would have precisely zero chance to make off with some ancient alien tech.

      “Say, Val?” he called back down the stairs behind the flight deck and into the main compartment behind him, where the Duergar was busy stripping and cleaning the impressive array of armaments that he had at his disposal.  El could see the gleaming, oiled bodies of two photon rail-guns, as well as a host of assorted assault weapons and rifles.

      “You, uh, you got enough down there, champ?” he said, throwing an eye back to the window into space and returning to find the troll-like Duergar grinning—which was more than a little unnerving, if El was honest.

      “My mother once said,” the alien said in a thick and heavy tone, “that it is better to have your sword at your side than to have it in the kitchen.”

      “Whose mother keeps a sword in her kitchen!?” El muttered, before shaking his head. “Never mind. Don’t answer that. Can you take over here for a moment? We’re heading to that little orange dot over there.”

      “I can read the scanners, El.” Val scowled at him, before carefully placing the weapon he was cleaning on the floor along with the others as if it were a cherished baby.

      Who knows with these Duergar. Maybe it is? the captain thought as he thanked his gunner, jumped down the stairs, and ran through the main compartment and to the engineering ladder.

      “Irie? Irie!” he shouted as he slid down the ladder and along the corridor to the guts of the Mercury. On either side of him extended small cargo spaces and crawl spaces into various generators and strange critical systems—which he still didn’t understand everything about—before he skidded into the larger engine room, where Irie’s legs could be seen sticking out from the warp engine.

      The warp engine looked like a set of crystalline tubes encrusted with wires and encasing flowing particles of energy like floating lights. These tubes were mounted together to form a barrel, and around this barrel were the braces housing gears and spinning, screeching parts. The warp engine, El knew, also gave the ship their power as well as fired their rockets. And Irie Hanson currently had her canvas-clad legs sticking out from underneath it.

      “Uh, you alright in there, Irie?” he said.

      “Mbh-hn-ub-hunhr!” came back the angry-sounding reply.

      “Nope, sorry, I didn’t catch that.” El crouched next to her. “I said, are you alright in there, Irie?” He tried a little louder.

      “I said…” There was a clang and a sudden hiss of steam before the engineer wiggled out from under the engine, brandishing a large spanner. “I said I would be alright if I didn’t have you blocking my light!”

      “Oh, right. Sorry.” El moved back.

      “What do you want? Because if it’s another warp jump then I can tell you now, buddy, that is out. You’ve already pushed the poor girl hard enough with the last quick-fire seven.”

      “No, no more jumps. We’re in the Tritho System. We just need a bit more power to the rockets, that’s all,” El said hesitantly. “I want us to be the first ones in, see.”

      “More power. Right.” Irie shook her head with a groan. “Lean over there, will ya, and grab that big blue handle?”

      El looked behind him, where the wall was half-occupied with mechanical-looking controls or rows of tools and equipment. He hunted for the right one before he saw it. “Ah, this one?” He pulled it down.

      “That’s it. Now, see that dial over there? The large round one?” Irie directed him to where there were three such dials with needles jumping back and forth.

      “Er…” El said.

      “The top one,” Irie said. “When that needle touches seven, I want you to push that big blue lever back up again, right? We’ll inject some more go-juice into the core, and that will give you a sustained reaction, and a faster rocket burn. Okay?”

      “Right-o, Engineer.” El kept his eyes on the needle, and watched as it slowly jumped and danced, climbing up past four, then five…

      “And while I have you here, Captain…” Irie said, wiping her hands as she started to pack away her things.

      Six… Seven! El did as he had been told and shoved the blue lever back up to its original position, and in return, he felt a deep tremor surge through the body of the Mercury. He couldn’t be sure, but he could swear that he could almost feel the boat moving faster already.

      “Yeah, what?”

      “What sort of away mission are we talking? Quiet and casual? Or do I need to bring Babe Ruth over there?” Irie pointed to the other corner of the room, which was almost entirely dominated by the seated form of a massive mech-warrior, its arms lying helpless and pathetic on the floor, the reinforced cage of its head empty apart from the seat and controls.

      “Oh, right…” El swallowed nervously as he always did upon being reminded that they had this piece of hardware stashed in the belly of his Mercury. Mech-warriors were famously temperamental machines to run. They had to have super-powered generators on board in order to make them effective fighting or loading machines, and that usually meant that they were also prone to sudden, devastating explosions.

      But Irie came with Babe, El thought. The pair of them were a two-part deal. He couldn’t hire Irie without her demanding to have a space to also work on her pet project. El thought that she had said something about Babe Ruth being an heirloom or something, which didn’t particularly fill him with confidence—the idea that this volatile deathtrap was also aging and falling to bits in his hold as well.

      “No. Quiet and casual, for sure.” El nodded enthusiastically. “I don’t want any trouble. Remember the Gleeson Nebula Job?”

      Ah crap, El realized that he had said exactly the wrong thing.

      “Ah yes, El. I remember the Gleeson Nebula Job.” Irie crossed her arms. “The one that you said was a quick walk in, charm the stripes off them because they were so stupid, and walk out with all of their loot?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one. Look, Irie… Let the past be the past, huh?” El started to back away from the engine room. I should know better than to even come down here. Irie, even though I employ her, treats it like her personal castle…

      “Let the past be the past! You got me bleeding married to a Gleesonian! I have a gas-miner constantly sending private detectives out to find me!” Irie exploded. She did not look like the sort of woman who wanted to be married to a Gleesonian gas-miner.

      “Yeah, well, we’ll be making moonfall in a bit, and I need both of you with me, so…” El disappeared back down the corridor at a run. By the time that he arrived in the main hold, the little red smudge that they had been racing toward was now the large, domineering form of the sand-world Tritho Prime, with a large, sandy-grey moon moving slowly in front of it.

      “We’re here,” Val growled.
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      “Systems down to silent, full security locks enabled,” El stated as the Mercury Blade dusted down onto the moon of Tritho Prime. Just minutes before, and the ship had burnt its way through the thin envelope of gases that clung to the satellite. El was always surprised at that—how even asteroids, given enough mass and density, could accumulate a bit of an atmosphere.

      Not that Tritho looks at all inviting, he thought as the yellowish sand hung in the air in slow motion before slowly falling to the ground.

      “Gravity reading?” he called.

      “Zero-point-six human normal,” Irie called from the other side of the cockpit. She had automated all the engine controls and was helping El on the landing protocols. With a wobbly ‘thunk,’ the four landing legs touched down, and the roar of the boosters cut off suddenly, leaving them in silence.

      “Okay then, ladies and gents,” El called, flicking the last of the security protocols and putting the Mercury into as quiet a systems mode as possible. Her transponder was still giving out the customary pings, but it was coded to the arm-guard that each of the three crew members wore, meaning that it wouldn’t be detected by passing scanner sweeps from inquiring patrol vessels.

      “We’re outside of Coalition Space, but that doesn’t mean that they won’t be eager to get here,” El confirmed as his boots hit the main hold.

      “That’s why I’ll be bringing the Judge.” Val affectionately patted the heavy, general-purpose ion rifle that looked like a personal anti-tank weapon.

      “I didn’t say start an interstellar incident.” El rolled his eyes, his hands hovering for a moment over the pulse rifle, but going for the blaster pistol instead. He had his blade at his side, and he wanted the freedom to move should he need to. For Irie, she took one of the pulse rifles, before completing a perfunctory lock-and-load with a satisfied smile.

      “Full recovery packs.” El handed out the solid-case backpacks to both of them, before slipping one on himself. They had within them filament rope, grappling hooks, collapsible digging equipment, micro charges, and small rocket stabilizers to bring up heavier items. “We have no idea what it is we’ll be gathering, so keep your eyes out for anything that looks worth a credit or two. Anything old,” he clarified.

      “Right. Anything old in an archaeology dig.” Irie snickered, but El knew that she would understand what he meant. Valyien technology was as rare as finding an Earth-like habitable planet in the galaxy—rarer, in fact, as the Valyiens had only been one intelligent race in an entire galaxy.

      But they had been the most important one, El thought with a fierce grin. Everyone knew the stories about them—that they had left their tech halfway across all of known space. An odd set of ruins here, a few fragments there. No one even knew what they had looked like, only that they had traveled these star lanes millennia before humans had even dreamed of reaching their own moon.

      Everyone also knew that it was the dead and degraded, strange and multi-dimensional Valyien relics that had given the Coalition its power and were viciously fought over to this day. Each of the human noble houses of the Coalition had risen to prominence thanks to their claiming of some bit of Valyien legacy. The Trevalyn had the Orb, the Archivists had the Tablets, the Marcionne (the same ship-builders who had created the Mercury Blade) had the Fin, and so on. There was a brisk trade in things that might have once been Valyien but were now mangled and jury-rigged into a variety of new shapes, or else were one of the thousands of fakes.

      However, despite the frauds and despite the mysteries surrounding this ancient species, the human star-faring civilization known as the Coalition, with all of its outposts and detractors, was built on what had come before. Who knew—maybe the next Valyien find would open up some entirely new inter-galactic industry? Or revolutionize humanity in a way that no one could foresee?

      And that is why I have to have it, El thought as he pulled the release for the loading bay doors and felt the sudden heaviness of his encounter-suit as it normalized his weight to adjust for the differences in gravity. He heard the groan of nausea from Irie and Val as their suits performed the same, and they were clomping down the gangplank door and out into the bleached sand…
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      Walking was easier than normal. So much so, that El and the others could take bounding leaps that covered meters with every step. They leapfrogged over the craggy rocks, skidding onto dusty slopes and hitting the tops of ridges before the captain called them to his side.

      “Right. From our orbital scans—” He checked his arm-guard that flashed a little holographic display. “—there is definitely something happening over the next rise. There’s a couple of landers and a small explorer craft, which must be this archaeologist team. I’m hoping to sneak in and avoid them, but if we do come face to face with them, they shouldn’t offer us much trouble…” He said.

      “I don’t like it,” Val muttered, his head encased in the shaped helmet attached to his suit, just like the others.

      “What?” El frowned at him.

      “They are civilians. We Duergar never harm civilians.” The large Gunner leaned the large ion rifle casually against his shoulder.

      “The same Duergar that were responsible for the Isar Incursion?” Irie murmured, her words clearly audible over their suit-to-suit communicators. “How many worlds did your people burn again, troll?”

      “Don’t call me that.” Val frowned. “And that wasn’t me. That was a long time ago in Duergar history.”

      “Right.” Irie kicked at the sand.

      “Anyway, look… I didn’t mean go around killing people, for heaven’s sake!” El waved his hands frantically at them. I always forget that you have to be SUPER literal with the Duergar. “I mean that as soon as they see armed people then they’ll give up. I mean, they’re archaeologists, not Armcore marines, right?”

      “Whatever you say, boss,” Irie said.

      “Good.” Val nodded, hunching by the edge of the rocks.

      El carefully raised himself to look over, and promptly swore. “Holy frack.”

      “What is it? Trouble?” Irie was the next at his side, before she also paled. “Oh.”

      Val growled and joined them to look down on the site.

      Neither the captain nor the engineer had been stunned by the archaeologists. Just as the orbital scans of the Mercury had predicted, there sat the two hexagonal landers on their long stilt landing supports, as well as one tubby looking explorer craft displaying the green and orange colors of the Coalition Archaeological Unit. A series of floodlights had been set around the site, looking like stars atop their towers, hanging over the dust.

      What El and the others realized right then was that this mission might be a lot bigger than they had first thought. They were staring down into an excavated pit that ended in three metal stairwells that had been placed over downward tunnels. The entire area lit up by scores of floodlights.

      But what had drawn their eye was that most of the excavation had revealed a vast stone structure, and it was clear there was more to it underground.. It was made out of terraced hexagonal blocks, looking as ancient as the old pyramids on Earth, and even from this distance, El could make out strange swirls here and there on the nearest of them.

      “If that is the edge of something, and there are tunnels going down into it…” El tried to visualize the size of the thing. “It’s fracking massive.”

      “You could park a star-freighter in it,” Irie said, impressed. “But it doesn’t look very, you know, technological.”

      “Valyien tech doesn’t have to for it to be valuable,” El said ruthlessly. “If we could salvage just one of those blocks there, it might be enough to pay off our debt to the right, stupid collector.”

      “Our debt?” Irie asked pointedly.

      “Okay, mine then.” El swore again. Each hexagonal block looked about the size of one of the landers below. Too big even for their stabilizers. Ah well. I guess that we’ll just have to go inside to find something a bit more portable. The idea did not worry the captain much. The thought of finding something more valuable, life-changing, history-breaking even, urged him on.

      “Come on.” He pushed off from the rise, sailing down the opposing slope in silent bounds.
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      The trio got to the first tunnel that had been bored into the ziggurat, and reinforced by the metal stairs that the archaeologists had put in. El took the lead, and he didn’t have to tell the rest of them to follow quietly as they descended fast, Val lumbering next, with Irie at the back. The captain was feeling almost buoyant by the time he made the first landing. He turned the corner once again as suddenly, the cavern under the ground opened beneath them.

      “Holy….” El paused.

      It was massive. It literally was the size of a star-port, with one half given over to the strange Valyien ziggurat, and the other to the dark pit. The stairs they were on continued down to the nearest blocks of the ruins, where well-lit tunnels had either been revealed or drilled into the surface of the pyramid.

      But it wasn’t just the size of the place, it was also the fact that they weren’t alone down there. There were distant insect-sized figures of people working over the ruins, wearing bulky black and blue uniforms, and a few of them were even in the heavy shoulder pads and breastplates of exo-armour.

      “Is this whole fracking moon hollow?” Irie said distractedly as she joined them, before seeing the people. “Oh crap. Those don’t look like archaeologists to me.”

      “What gave it away? The fact that they’re carrying rifles?” El grimaced. “We’re going to have to play this super-close.”

      “Play? Are you mad? That’s the blue and black of Armcore down there,” Irie hissed, crouching beside Val. “We got here too late. We’ll just have to chalk this one up to experience and try another job.”

      “Sst!” El hissed through his teeth in frustration. It would be the sensible thing to do, to cut his losses and look for another way to make up twenty thousand credits, plus the food and fuel costs… But just one little bit of Valyien tech would make all of our troubles go away… “Sorry, Irie.” He nodded at his gunner, who just grunted that the danger didn’t bother him. Nothing bothered Val Pathok.

      “They’re nowhere near this tunnel here, see? They’re all over the other side of the pyramid-thing. And we’ve got our scanners. As soon as they pick up movement, then we can get out, right?” El pointed to the nearest tunnel entrance. “We split up once we get in there, cover more ground in less time. Val, you go with Irie. I’ll go on my own.”

      “Darn right you’ll go on your own, I’m not getting my ass shot off saving you…” Irie was muttering, but El noticed that she still followed him when they ran, at a crouch, down the metal gantry to the nearest tunnel.

      Immediately, they were in a well-lit and cool environment. The tunnels didn’t look to have been freshly carved, El thought. They were too exact, perfect cubes of rock, with walls that showed no joints or seams of the blockwork beneath. A series of lights had been laid at the intersections of the tunnels, one of which was directly ahead of them in a tee-junction.

      “Left or right?” El asked. Irie chose right, so that left El the left-side path. “And remember—grab what you can. Anything Valyien! No matter how large or small!” he whispered, earning a casual wave from his engineer.

      “Wonderful,” the captain muttered. “And here I was thinking they would be happy they were about to become rich…”

      The tunnel curved at a gentle rate for some way, with no clear markings on the floor or walls. What could this place have been? the captain thought. Had the Valyien lived here? There was an archway on the left side, which El slid across, raising his blaster pistol as he turned to see what it contained.

      Nothing. Just a bare stone room, with no technology, no relics, nothing apart from…

      “What is that?” El stepped a little closer in, looking at the opposing wall. There were strange swirls, curves, and geometric lines across the wall, stretching from corner to corner. They looked like carvings, but when El brought up the small light attached to his blaster, he could see that they glittered like crystal. “Almost like they are veins of rock, not carvings…” El thought, before shaking his head at the strangeness of it.

      He ran his hand along the wall—the joint between crystal seam and wall was smooth. There was nothing here he could sell.

      “Drat!” El moved to the next archway in this corridor, to see that it was exactly the same setup—strange curves and swirls on the walls, but with absolutely nothing else in the room whatsoever. “What did they do, just stand in these rooms and stare at the pretty pictures?” El shook his head. This wasn’t getting him rich.

      The tunnel branched into two directions. El checked his arm-guard to make sure that it was building a small map of his surroundings as it went (it was) and so chose the left once again. The tunnel surprised him by starting to slope downward.

      It also surprised him when he heard a sudden voice unexpectedly behind him, saying, “Freeze!”
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      Elsewhere in the ruined pyramid, Irie and Val were trudging down one tunnel to the next, finding the same strangely carved rooms, but then also finding a larger archway that opened into a wider hall, whose roof was held up by octagonal stone pillars, made of the same stuff as the walls.

      “Whoa,” Irie said as she peered inside. This room wasn’t lit by the strip lights. “Armcore mustn’t have been through here,” she whispered. “Which is a good sign for us, right?”

      Val swung his ion rifle and its mounted light over the inside of the hall, where the shadows of the pillars were cast in wild disarray. The floor was different than the rest of the room. It was a mosaic of slightly iridescent rock, like mother-of-pearl, but each ‘plate’ was a different shape.

      “Beautiful…” the Duergar whispered, surprising Irie. She had never known him to show any interest or passion for anything but his cat.

      “After you,” Irie said sarcastically, and the Duergar, crouching, slipped into the hall with a stealth that belied his massive frame.

      Bwarp! Not stealthy enough, however, as there was a beep from the darkness and a tiny red light turned itself off.

      “Oh, frack. What’s that?” Irie swung her rifle just in time to see the approaching singular, predatorial light of a hunter drone. “Don’t move!” she whispered just in time.

      Hunter drones looked like shark’s heads, Irie thought, just without the face and teeth. Instead, they had a singular red light on their ‘nose’ and underneath were three dark weapons ports from which micro-missiles would be fired with deadly accuracy. They were also one of the security drones of choice for Armcore.

      And they’re tied into movement, Irie thought, trying to breathe through her skin without moving her mouth or chest. She wasn’t sure how well she was doing.

      “Drekker. Another one, on our left…” Val whispered from his own frozen stance. There was a subtle bleep and another red light rose in front of him.

      “We could never escape both. One, maybe…” Irie said through clenched teeth. The hunter drones were programmed with a variety of settings and a variety of weapons, of course, but these ones seemed to be activated as soon as they registered movement. If they were very, very still, Irie knew, then there was a very slight possibility that they might return to their slumber. But even then, she and Val would have to find a way to dive back out of the room, which would activate them all over again.

      “Oh, frack. Oh, frack. Oh frack,” she whispered, wondering what she was doing here. Oh yeah, my captain is a greedy idiot.

      “Do not despair, Irie,” Val hissed. “If Armcore guarded this hall, it must mean that there is something beyond it which is valuable. If only we can…” He shifted his massive claws on the Judge, and instantly both hunter drones flinched toward him, quivering slightly in the air.

      “Don’t move!” Irie whispered. There had to be a way out of this, she told herself. Think. You’re the engineer. How do you disable two of the most dangerous security drones without moving?

      “I have an idea,” the Duergar whispered. “I could move, draw their fire, while you attack them.”

      “That’s a terrible idea!” Irie hissed. “No. I absolutely forbid you to do it.”

      “You are not my superior officer, Irie,” Val growled.

      “What? Yes, I am! An engineer trumps a mere gunner, every time!” Irie was annoyed enough to spit. The hunter drone nearest to her jumped forward by a foot, twitching at where it had detected movement.

      “In whose navy?” the Duergar protest-muttered. “On Duergar, the gunner and arms’ sergeant and the warrior are the next in line after the captain. The engineers are one up from the ship doctor.”

      “Well, this is a human boat, and in the Coalition, the chief engineer outranks the gunner, got it?!” Irie argued. None of this is helping either of us survive! What are we going to do?

      The engineer tried to remember precisely what it was that she had in her pockets. Did she bring the scrambler with her? A device that would block local radio and quantum signals? If she had, then it would be in one of the pouches on her utility belt. If she had, then she might be able to use it to scramble these hunter drone’s sensors.

      But she would have to move to get it.

      “You want a hand in there?” said an unexpected voice from the corridor. Irie tried to turn her head, but as soon as she moved an inch, the hunter drone twitched and surged forward another half-meter. It was now only her arm’s reach away. UGH! Irie could have cried.

      She couldn’t see who it was had spoken, but she could hear their footsteps moving.

      “Hey, I wouldn’t if I were you…” Irie hissed through gritted teeth. “These things will track to movement. One more step, and…”

      There was another soft sound as the speaker walked carefully into their hallway, and the hunter drones didn’t even twitch.

      What?

      “No, they won’t target me,” Irie heard the voice say—a female voice, she realized—before the figure suddenly appeared in her field of view. She was taller than Irie—not that that was saying much, as Irie knew she wasn’t the tallest woman in the world—and behind her own visor helmet, she had hair that was just slightly too warm to be considered a classic platinum blonde, cut into a bob. She wore dark blue and sandy-colored work clothes, and clearly appeared to be comfortable in challenging situations, as on her belt was a heavy blaster pistol and several more arcane tools.

      “Who are you?” Irie hissed.

      The woman shot her a look that was full of warning as she calmly walked past her, straight to the side of the motionless hunter drone, which still hadn’t reacted at all to her presence. She raised one of the tools from her belt—something that looked vaguely like a screwdriver—and proceeded to press a series of buttons and turn dials on its body, emitting a hum.

      Thunk! With loud and surprising bangs, both drones fell out of the air and rolled on the marble floor below, deactivated.

      “You saved us,” Irie said, as wary of this new woman as she was of the drones.

      “Why?” growled Val beside her.

      “Because maybe I need you to save me,” the woman said calmly as she looked straight into Irie’s eyes.
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      “Why haven’t you got your arms up?” barked the voice behind El, who was still standing in the corridor, blaster in his hands.

      “Because you told me to freeze?” the captain suggested.

      “Cut your lip and turn around, idiot,” barked the voice.

      “Okay then.” El did so, but as he turned, he let one knee drop and lunged forward into a roll. He caught a flash of the person in front of him—a human wearing the black, grey, and blue exo-suit of an Armcore guard, face caught in an alarmed shout—and the fizzle of the guard’s blaster fire as it burned the air where El had been.

      El came up out of the roll, raising his blaster pistol in one smooth movement and pulling the trigger. There was a crack and a flash as the guard was thrown backwards against the wall.

      “Now who’s the idiot?” El said, quickly seizing the guard and dragging him into the nearest of the small alcove-rooms before ransacking his pockets and belt pouches. An Armcore security card, a heavy blaster and some ammunition, and not much else.

      “Tzzt! Phillips? Phillips! Report back!” the man’s helmet crackled and El swore under his breath. It wouldn’t be long before someone was sent out to find out what had happened to him.

      “And that means that I have to get out of here, now.” El turned and ran down the corridor as quickly and as quietly as he could.

      He had gone too far into the alien complex, it seemed. As he skidded past an arched opening, he heard voices from around a distant corner. There were others here. Guards or archaeologists? The captain didn’t wait to find out, but kept on moving, hiding at the next corner as a troop of three Armcore guards jogged past.

      This place is crawling with them! But what are they doing? El thought, moving down the only tunnel that didn’t seem to be full of angry soldiers.

      These walls were narrower than the others, and the tunnel sloped upwards until it ended in a low-ceilinged gallery, open to the cavern outside. He must be somewhere near the top of the ziggurat, he thought. Well, the top that was still underground, anyway. He kept low as he walked toward the openings that looked out into the cavern below, to see that something strange was happening.

      The windows were near the ceiling of the cavern, and from this height, El could see down the broad stone terraces of the ziggurat. On the bottom few terraces were a gathering of people, sheltered by large, bright floodlights standing around them like sentinels, and around that was a double line of heavily-armored Armcore sentries, all holding their heavy blasters at the ready. Whatever they were doing down there, the captain could see that they didn’t want to be disturbed.

      There was a whine of electricity, and El saw that, underneath the floodlights, there were also large machine-units, with a fan of consoles stacked upon them. Figures in grey and red robes moved frantically from one to the other.

      “Preliminary checks complete,” came a louder voice over some sort of speaker system.

      “Guards, stand by.” There was a ripple of attention from the ranks of Armcore soldiers as they brought their blasters up and pointed them out, toward the darkness of the pit at the feet of the ziggurat.

      “Beginning procedure in three, two, one, and…”

      There was a surge of power that El could see from up in his viewing gallery. Thick pipes of composite wires and cables suddenly pulsed with a white-blue light, and the captain watched as the power ran through the lines of pipework, to the base of the pyramid, and then disappeared over the edge of the pit and down into the dark. The light illuminated the inner sides of the pit for a moment, and El thought he saw veins of rock that flared with brilliance as if cut through with crystal seams, but then the light faded.

      El held his breath and waited.

      Nothing.

      What was I expecting? he thought, shaking his head. “You’re just getting creeped out by this place,” he told himself, and was about to return to his searching for lost Valyien tech, when the loud speakers broke into voice once again.

      “First attempt failure. Second procedure in 3, 2, and…”

      Another flash of power surged into the pit. What were they trying to do? The air of expectancy was so high, however, that it was hard for the captain to tear his eyes away from scene below. El felt uneasy…which was right about the time that he did find a piece of Valyien tech, as it rose out of the pit, trailing the pulsing power cables from underneath it like the tentacles of some strange deep-sea creature.

      “What the…?” El gasped.

      It was roughly ovoid, and made of a deep blue and green metal, nearly black, but shone oddly in the floodlights. El could see different swirls, plates, and segmenting patterns that went into its makeup. But it was still unlike any technology that he had witnessed firsthand anywhere else. Is this what Valyien tech looks like?

      It was almost as tall as a human, and it propelled itself into the air of its own accord, seemingly without boosters, rockets, or even any field generators.

      What is powering it? he thought, before he saw another pulse of power from the Armcore cables. Armcore have brought that thing up from the depths. They found it and are bringing it to life.

      There was a groan of protesting metal, and El could see the plates and swirls on the thing’s surface start to move, rearrange themselves. The ovoid was opening, unfolding like the petals of a lotus, revealing something that shone like a crystal inside.

      “What have they found?” El whispered, unable to look away or move even if he had wanted to.

      “Second procedure success! Begin protocol transmission…” the speakers blared, and the civilians or scientists in the robes were now frantic at their consoles. Another pulse of power, but this time, it seemed to be coming from the glowing metal flower. The power surged down the cables and back into the console.

      Are they downloading something from it? El wondered. Or stealing something from it? It wasn’t, of course, the ethics that bothered. He was a man who was used to taking what he could find—just as long as there wasn’t another person holding the other end of it in one hand and a blaster in the other.

      But El was, like most deep-space captains, a very suspicious man. He knew that his fortunes could turn on the spin of an electron. The next port he landed at could mean his death or his riches. He also knew that there were many strange things to be found out there in the dark between the nebulas. There were astro-phenomenon that did not obey any law or reason. There were stories of wormholes that could transport you to the other side of the universe or could take you back in time. There were curious ‘clouds’ that could make your crew mad or sleep for a year and a day, with no biological reason at all. Space was weird, and he for one didn’t want to start poking the strange if he didn’t know what it would do in response.

      But that’s what all of this Valyien stuff is about in the first place, isn’t it? he realized. No human had ever met one. No one had ever even seen one. We were the race that had inherited their technology, and we still didn’t even know what it did!

      “Error. Download incomplete,” the speakers said, causing a flurry of activity from the scientists at the consoles.

      “What is it? What’s wrong!” someone was shouting, and El saw that one of the figures in the center of the floodlights was waving his hands at his robed scientists. He was a big man with blonde hair and was wearing a suit that was so grey, it almost made the man disappear entirely. He had a singular flash of a badge on his lapel, some kind of pin, but from this distance, El couldn’t make out just what it was.

      “Get that thing working!” the man was shouting, as another pulse flashed from the Valyien ovoid to the machines. This time, there was a spark and a bang as one of the screens blew.

      “…inadequate housing!” El heard, and that was enough for him to realize that something very wrong was probably going to happen. “We can’t find it!” another scientist shouted.

      “What do you mean you can’t find it? It’s right there!” the man who was clearly the leader of their group was shouting.

      THABOOOM! The scientists didn’t have time to rectify their mistakes. With the next pulse of light, there was a deafening explosion from the consoles as the floodlights blew, the machine units blew, and a line of blue-white energy rolled up the sides of the ziggurat.

      “Whoa!” El hit the deck, sheltering against the low stone wall at the lip of the window as the gallery room flared with the brightness of the energy wave then dissipated. It was silent for a moment, and then he heard wails of pain and shouts of alarm. The captain wondered if he dared look over the edge at what horror was occurring down there—but he did, if only to appease his sense of morbid curiosity.

      It looked as though a bomb had gone off—which, El thought, it probably just had. There was a circle of burnt-black rock and twisted metal, and both the Armcore guards and the scientists had been thrown far and wide from their strange setup. What about the orb? El looked out over the pit to see that it was gone, and that it had torn or exploded the cables that had been attached to it. Whether it had done this deliberately, or it was an accident or a security measure, he didn’t know, but as distant klaxons and alarms started to sound from deeper in the pyramid, he was sure that he didn’t have time to find out.

      “Great. Just great,” he swore as he ran back out of the gallery room to retrace his steps into the corridors beyond. “Val? Irie? Report back. Full evacuation. It’s gone crazy in here!” he shouted into the guard on his arm, only for it to relay a few fragments of words back at him, and then silence.

      “Aw, frack!” he shouted as he pushed himself to run even faster.
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      “Captain? Captain! Where are you?” Irie was shouting into her own arm-guard, but its lights were blinking erratically. Stupid thing, she thought.

      “The interference down here is problematic,” said the woman ahead of them, pausing beside a corridor and turning for a troop of worried-looking Armcore guards to rush past, then moving in the opposite direction. “And that was before…” she breathed.

      “Before what?” Irie hissed as she followed her. The engineer wasn’t even particularly sure why she was following her, only that she was. This woman had saved her life, so it seemed a good idea to work out why.

      “That explosion. The flicker of the lights? The tremors?” their savior was saying. “I’m Cassandra, by the way.” Another pause at the next junction.

      “Why didn’t those hunter drones attack you?” Val growled at her.

      “Because I’ve got one of these.” She tapped the small rectangle of an ident card on her belt.

      “Wait. You work here?” Irie slowed.

      “I did, if that is what you mean. I was an archaeologist. Before they brought Armcore in.” Cassandra checked the turn, found it clear, then urged them to be quiet as she crossed to an open archway on the far side. It was almost entirely dark in there, as the explosion must have blown most of the systems Armcore was using, but there was the glow of blinking red from consoles stacked into a workspace.

      “What is this?” Irie said, venturing in slowly. Ahead of her, Cassandra was at one of the consoles, hurriedly unplugging wires from a small obsidian-metal object, as well as flicking switches and turning down dials. “What is that?” the engineer added suspiciously. This was a sort of equipment that she recognized, but not their individual types and functions.

      “These are power capacitors,” Irie breathed, running a hand over a bank of machines. “Like vast adapters, they split and magnify currents of energy, allow you to monitor or break apart the different quantum fields…”

      “Bingo, sister,” Cassandra nodded, shoving the device into her pocket. “And now we can go! Can I get a ride?”

      “Wait, what?” Irie frowned.

      “We got company!” Val said from the door, raising the Judge and sighting it back down the corridor. “Back up if you want to live!” he roared down at the oncoming footsteps, then suddenly ducked back as a scatter of blaster fire scorched the walls.

      “Good, I was hoping they would say that.” Val grinned, flicking the controls of the massive ion rifle, leaning out in one smooth motion and letting rip.

      Dap! Dap! Dap! The ion cannon fired energized particles at a machine gun rate, creating a lightshow that burned Irie’s vision even as she joined Val at the doorway and added a few shots of her own back into the Armcore guards. The soldiers fell to the floor or scattered for the nearest corners as the ion cannon filled the air with deadly plasma.

      “You got another way out of here, lady?” Irie shouted over her shoulder.

      “Yep. Best thing about this creepy place—the Valyien really knew about architecture.” Cassandra was already at an archway on the other side of the room, which had been hidden behind a stack of consoles. “Come on!”

      “Okay, big guy, on three?” Irie said, before whispering. “One!” She fired a couple of shots down the corridor and turned to run to their escape door.

      “Two!” Val did the same, releasing a barrage of ion shots into the air behind him before he joined Irie.

      “Three!” They both shot into the room, blowing up machines and consoles before turning and running after the mysterious archaeologist.
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      “Frack, frack, and double-frack! Where are you guys?” El had emerged at the original fork in the tunnel, keeping a wary look in both directions. There were a lot of shouts now, and an awful lot of guards running back and forth under the ring of alarm bells.

      Almost like they are looking for something. Or someone, El thought in alarm. Had what he had just seen not been an accident? Did Armcore suspect that they were here? He wondered if maybe the Armcore guards had found ‘Phillips,’ the sentry that he had killed.

      “Just like any other job you get us mixed up in, huh, captain?” shouted an out-of-breath voice as Irie, Val, and a complete stranger ran up the corridor behind him.

      “Hey, who’s she?” El said.

      “Someone who saved our life. Come on. No time to stop and smell the roses.” Irie was already accelerating past him.

      “What roses?” Val growled. “I do not see any roses living down here.” The gunner followed the engineer, leaving El standing and looking at the blonde-haired woman.

      “Cassandra. Renegade archaeologist,” the woman said, smiling tentatively before racing after the others.

      “Eliard Martin, the fracking captain.” El was left to sigh to himself, and follow his crew as they made their escape.
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      There was a woman in Captain El’s cockpit. Or rather, there was another woman in El’s cockpit. Not that El cared about the gender of the person behind the wheel, but he did care an awful lot about the fact that a) he didn’t know who one of them was, and b) he couldn’t get into it at the moment. Instead, he was standing in the main hold while Val was busy packing away the weapons. The Duergar had seemed to take the arrival of the mysterious new crew member of the Mercury in stride, saying something about ‘blood honor’ that now meant they owed this stranger their lives.

      “Excuse me? Who are you again?” he called up to where Cassandra was leaning over Irie’s shoulder and pointing things out on the window display.

      “Cassandra.” She turned around. She was striking, El saw. Slim and clearly comfortable around a ship, the woman wore a dark blue tunic and heavy expedition trousers, with a grey robe on top. She had a blonde bob now released from her visor that was fraying at the edges and had a way of looking directly at whomever she was talking to, which El found slightly unnerving. She’s not afraid of anything, he thought.

      “She saved our lives, Cap,” Irie said over her shoulder, before adding, “Oh right, I see what you mean. The moon has an irregular orbit, meaning that in about eight minutes, it’ll be behind Tritho Prime for an extended time—perfect for us to jump and not get noticed.”

      Huh, El thought. “You seem to have thought this whole ‘evading capture by Armcore’ thing through pretty well,” he said dryly.

      “I have.” The woman still held his gaze, descending the metal steps to the hold beside him. “I guess that we should be introduced properly,” she said, sticking out her hand. “Cassandra Milan, originally from Prosperous Prime, and lately, the Tritho Archaeological Expedition.”

      El shook her hand carefully. “And do all archaeologists carry blaster pistols, and know how to dismantle hunter drones?” he asked.

      “Only when Armcore has decided to steal all of your research,” she replied, before finally flicking a glance away around the rest of the hold. “This is an impressive ship you have here, Captain, if a little small. What is it, a Marcionne build?”

      El was impressed that she could recognize the ship’s make that quickly. “Actually, yes. What gave it away?” Apart from the superior quality of the components, the ergonomic design, and the fact that the Mercury is the sexiest ship in the galaxy, the captain thought affectionately. Maybe this Cassandra Milan wasn’t quite so bad after all…

      “Meh, I’ve been on board a few in my time,” she said noncommittally, before her eyes suddenly lit up.  “Are those photon rail-guns?” She pointed at the two large bodies of the gleaming black armaments, each lying on the deck and longer than a regular human was tall. “I thought they were illegal!”

      “You know your armaments as well,” El said appreciatively. “They’re only Coalition-illegal. Outside of Coalition-controlled space, you can pick them up from the right retailer,” he said, before remembering that his ‘right retailer’ had been Trader Hogan. Ugh. I still need twenty thousand credits for that scumsucker. The memory suddenly plunged him back into a bad mood.

      “And we need to get them mounted before long,” Val grumbled, pointing to the loading doors on either side of the hull, where once inside, the internal mechanism would roll them out to the gun ports just outside the main hull. Val’s plan was to have them under-slung on the Mercury and used as ship-to-ship weapons. El had balked at the intense retrofitting and new fabrication that the Duergar had done to his beloved ship, but he had agreed in the end that it would be a wise move. Originally a racing / pleasure craft, the Mercury only had one fairly strong but slow-to load forward laser to use against asteroids and space debris that they happened to encounter. Not enough for what a successful space “adventurer” would require as a part of their job.

      “Ach. It must hurt to retrofit those gun ports into this beauty,” Cassandra mused.

      “Yeah, actually, it does.” El found himself grinning at the woman. She really does know her way around a ship. Maybe she isn’t going to be such a burden after all.

      “So, if I could just get a lift back up the Traders’ Belt, that would be amazing,” Cassandra said with a smile.

      “Why, sure...” El was halfway through agreeing to this charming woman, before he actually heard what it was that she had said. “The Traders’ Belt?” he repeated.

      “Yeah. That is where I agreed to meet my supervisor.” Cassandra grimaced. “It was the only place that Armcore doesn’t seem to want to touch, thankfully.”

      “And your supervisor is another of these renegade archaeologists, right?” El frowned slightly.

      “The academic world is rife with radicals and troublemakers.” Cassandra nodded. “There’s a whole team of us who don’t want to be collaborating with Armcore anymore. We’re sick and tired of our hard work going to military projects.”

      “How very noble of you,” El said dryly, his earlier suspicions rising once again. “What was your research, anyway? What was Armcore doing there?”

      “Probably the same thing that you were doing there, Captain.” Cassandra’s tone turned a matching level of cold. “They were trying to take advantage of Valyien tech.”

      She doesn’t know what I saw, El thought, playing his cards close to his chest. That Valyien orb-flower thing, the accident that it caused. A self-deprecating grin spread over the captain’s face as he shrugged and held up his hands. “What can I say? We have an entrepreneurial spirit.”

      “Lucky for me, I suppose. Otherwise I would still be stuck down there.” Cassandra nodded. “What do you say, a ride to the Traders’ Belt?”

      “Ah. Now that is where we might have a problem…” El said. “We, uh, this ship is experiencing a breakdown of communication with the Traders’ Belt currently.”

      The woman’s face dropped like a stone. “What?”

      “We can take you to the Gundaba Platform instead? On the gas giants of Gund? That is out of Coalition-controlled space, and it is almost as free-thinking as the Traders’ Belt is.”

      “No.” Cassandra shook her head. “It has to be the Traders’ Belt. And Charylla in particular.”

      “Ah,” Irie said from the cockpit, and El felt the same way. Val, for his part, didn’t seem to care at all because he was busy loading the massive photon rail-guns singlehanded with all of his Duergar strength.

      “Yeah, I’m afraid that is not going to happen, is it, Irie?” The captain shook his head.

      “It’s pretty bad…” Irie murmured from the pilot seat.

      “You see?” El said firmly. “The Gundaba Platform it is!”

      “No, it’s not that, Captain…” his chief engineer said in an alarmed voice from above them all. “I need you to take the wheel, right now.”

      What is it? El turned.

      “There’s an Armcore Battle Cruiser heading straight for us,” Irie said.
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      “Irie! Cycle up that warp engine, and I want it done yesterday!” El shouted as he threw himself at the wheel. “Val!”

      “Loading the rail-guns.” A grunt and a clunk of metal.

      “Cassandra, can you help him?” El called and heard a quick affirmative response. Good. At least she can work, he thought as he peered at the window display.

      Oh, crap.

      It was un mistakable shape, and one that El had hoped never to see twice in his life. An Armcore Battle Cruiser was shaped like an inverted bow, but with a shallow angle and large, angular head and tail, and it was rising from around the horizon of Tritho Prime, where it must have been taking advantage of the moon’s irregular orbit to hide from external sensors.

      Of course, it was there. How could I think that many Armcore soldiers had been living in those cramped archaeologists’ landers? El cursed himself.

      A battle cruiser was easily twenty or thirty times the size of the Mercury, and it wasn’t even the largest of the military ships that Armcore had to deploy. But they were deadly because they could move faster than the world-killing Titan-class warships, and they still had enough firepower to obliterate a medium-sized city. One of the many problems with Armcore was, as everyone in the galaxy knew, they had cornered the market on military tech. A few of the non-aligned worlds had their own Navy, of course, and the noble houses of the Coalition had their own personal protection fleets, but it was to the ‘Free Company’ of Armcore that everyone turned for their protection and their offense, the captain knew.

      They supplied the warships. They supplied the soldiers. They ended the wars.

      “With any luck, they’re just on maneuvers…” El said through gritted teeth, waiting for word from Irie when he could jump. There was no way that the Mercury could out-blast a battle ship…but we might be able to outfly it.

      El pulled the Mercury into a vicious curve, feeling the pressure throw him to one side. On the screens in front of him, the battleship swerved to the extreme left, where he saw smaller shapes dropping from its sides like a cloud of angry hornets.

      “Great. Looks like they’re sending their attack-fighters after us,” El snarled, seeing the booster rockets on the backs of the small ships flare and their cross-shaped wings open above their carapace. The one-pilot attack-fighters of Armcore even looked like angry wasps, El thought miserably as they dipped and darted around each other, their gun ports extending from under their bodies.

      Thunk! Wham! There were growls as Val and Cassandra were trying to get their own guns to load.

      “Come on, people! I don’t want to be toast…” El called. “Irie? How we doing with that warp engine?”

      “She’s cycling up, Cap. Another minute,” the engineer’s stressed voice came over the comms.

      “We haven’t got a minute!” he shouted. “Val?”

      “One rail-gun in place. Syncing the firing systems. Working on the second,” his voice boomed. On the window display ahead, El could make out the small flash of the loading sigils as the Mercury’s computer tried to update its new rail-gun firing protocols.

      “Outstanding,” El snapped, pulling on the release to fill the rear boosters with plasma. “Looks like I’m going to have to fly my way out of this one…”

      The attack-fighters up ahead were starting to glitter as they released their own deadly payload of weapons. Tiny missiles, El imagined, seeing the flares and dark shapes speed across the stars.

      Hold, and…go! He pushed down the injection levers for the boosters, releasing all of the plasma into the ignition. Suddenly, the Mercury was racing through the void, burning warp plasma at an astonishing rate. It was like nitrous oxide in terrestrial petrol vehicles, giving them far more power over a shorter time.

      The captain allowed the ship to ride the burn to its peak and just at the moment that the momentum started to ebb, he pulled on the wheel again and swerved violently downward. He wasn’t sure, but he thought that he could even see the flashes of the missile darts fly past his window.

      “Hold course, hold course…” His arms shook as the wheel translated a very small amount of pressures that the ship was undergoing. El didn’t have to have his ship’s wheel set up that way, but he preferred it like that. He preferred being able to feel what the ship was doing.

      “Now!” Another swerve of the wheel, and at the same time, pulling on only one of the booster ignitions along the righthand side of the craft. This made them spiral and turn at the same time, giving them some extra speed with the momentum.

      It’s all about physics. It’s all about momentum, El kept repeating to himself. He was worried and he was tense, but these feelings were receding to the edges of his mind as he worked the controls, allowing the ship to ride the strongest force before quickly turning and interrupting the ebb of the boosters. To say that El was at peace or even calm when he flew would be a mistake, but it was true that there was something that he felt in the middle of that cockpit. A sort of balance. A sort of homecoming.

      Flying was something that Eliard Martin was good at, and he knew it. It helped that unlike most of the pilots he would be facing, he had been trained at the prestigious Trevalyn Academy.

      Another fact that I don’t want getting out to the general public, El considered as he performed one of the advanced evasion methods they had taught him.

      “We’re clearing the pack!” he called out.

      Weapons sync! New weapons system online: dual photon rail-guns.

      Override request: Chief Gunner.

      The alerts flashed across El’s window display. At last. The computer had recognized and accepted the codeware weapons patches that Val had installed into her. Way to go, baby, El thought to his ship. Additionally, his gunner had requested a localized command for the guns—and sparing a quick glance, he saw that Val was sitting in one of the command chairs that slid out from the side of the wall, right over where he had loaded the gun bay.

      If this had still been a racing craft, those two command chairs—one on the right and one of the left of the main hold—would be places for El’s co-pilots, and where they would control the minute flows of warp plasma to the various boosters and adjust stabilizers to get the maximum speed and efficiency out to the Mercury. But the captain had agreed to transfer all flight power straight to the cockpit—I’m a better pilot than any of the others, he thought—and instead gave Val his gunner’s positions.

      “Accept weapon override,” El shouted, and he felt a distant clunk as somewhere far below and behind him, the ammunition clicked into the rail-guns.

      Val gave a roar of approval and, as the captain turned back to his job, the Duergar slapped down the targeting visor that slid out from the chair across his eyes and by using the joystick in front of him, the entire chair swung around to face back down toward the engine room. In tandem, the left rail-gun slid out from the Mercury’s belly and swiveled toward the oncoming Armcore fleet. Val started firing.

      “I hope you can target under pressure,” El called, feeling a zing of wild enthusiasm as he punched the boosters again and just before the Mercury hit maximum burn, he spun the wheel, throwing his ship into a corkscrew turn. He heard thunks and growls from behind him, and the metallic pings as wrenches were flung across the space, but the rail-guns kept swiveling and firing.

      Incoming! his screens told him, a second before the Mercury shook and spun of its own accord.

      Defense analysis: class 3 intercept missile. Low payload. Damage? External.

      “Thank the stars for that,” El breathed, dropping into a different loop once again.

      “Captain! Jump engine powered up. Coordinates?” Irie’s voice broke into the cockpit. On the swerving screens, there was the sudden explosion-implosion from the attacking vessels as the rail-guns found their targets.

      “Away from here!” El shouted. “Two micros. Scramble the jump signatures…”

      “Already on it, Cap. And jump in three…two… Brace!”

      There was a shudder throughout the ship, and a whump of pressure as the warp engine fired. El felt his stomach lurch, the lights grow bright and strange and his body unbearably heavy, before suddenly, with the subsonic squeal that he was sure he couldn’t hear and yet his body could, everything became instantly easier.
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      Jumping is like falling asleep, El had thought on more than one occasion. That groggy, not-quite-real moment as your higher brain functions start to shut down and the deeper, stranger intelligences take over. A tiny part of your conscious mind is aware that something very weird is happening, but it is powerless to stop it.

      But jumping was also, the captain reflected, like falling off a cliff. A sudden moment of terror and then that longer second as you realize that you are not dead, but you will be soon. Utter confusion. Complete reality readjustment—

      Whap!

      El coughed as they emerged back into commonplace three-dimensional reality. Everything seemed normal, only it wasn’t, not really. The constellations outside of his window display were entirely different, and one half of the screen was filled with the purple, orange, and ruddy-yellow of a gas giant.

      “Whoa. You dropped us a bit close, Irie, if I do say so…” he said in alarm. Everyone knew that there were all sorts of problems if you warped too close to a planet’s gravity well, or even more dangerously, it’s atmosphere.

      “Hey, I didn’t have an awful lot of time to run the calculations, remember?” her voice came back angrily.

      “Okay, fair enough.” El looked at his alarms. How is my ship? How is my baby? The damage report was still coming back as ‘minimal’ and a suggested schematic of external plates that he might want to check out. Yes, will do. As soon as we jump again. “We ready for second jump?” he called, earning a chorus of calls from the hold behind him, and an affirmative from Irie.

      They knew that it was imperative to jump a few times in succession, as dangerous and disorientating as it was. Warp signatures could be descrambled and decoded by an advanced enough adversary.

      “And you bet that Armcore has some of the best navigational computers,” El drawled. But at least multiple jumps made the whole process of sifting and calculating the disturbed neutrinos and sub-atomic particles much more difficult.

      “Okay, take us to Gundaba Platform, Engineer,” he called.

      “What? Take a look outside your window, Captain! I thought you said that was where you wanted us to go first?” Irie sounded annoyed.

      Oh, no… Oh, no, don’t tell me you did… El did look out of the console window, and sure enough, he saw that the gas giant they had warped straight into the vicinity of was indeed the Gund System, and there, floating in its upper atmosphere, was a series of dark hexagonal, star-like platforms connected to each other to form something that looked vaguely like a micro-photograph of a snowflake.

      “I wanted to end up here, Irie, not arrive here!” he shouted, but he knew it couldn’t be helped.

      “Hey, if you’re not exact in your orders, Captain…” His engineer sounded like she was gearing up for an epic argument. An argument he didn’t have time for.

      “Okay, look—non-aligned space. Anywhere. Your choice,” El said, checking the scanners again. No Armcore arrivals. We might have time.

      “My choice?” Irie insisted.

      “Yes, your choice. Now please, for the love of all that is holy, just get us out of here…” the captain begged.

      “Fine. Jumping in three…two… Brace!”

      They jumped.
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      Whump. The jump, as always, sent the navigation systems haywire for a short period, with the display lights and signals that projected over the windows glaring and flashing as they sought out their current astronomical fix.

      But El didn’t need to wait for the computers to pick up telemetry from the nearest deep-space satellites. He could see perfectly well where they were, because the dark field of asteroids, dotted with the stars of habitation grids, was clearly visible across the top half of the window.

      Traders’ Belt.

      “Irie!” he bellowed. Of all the places you could have chosen, you chose here?

      “What? The coordinates were already plugged into the system!” she snapped on the other end of the line. “And it’s not like we can’t jump again, when we’ve cycled up, that is…”

      “When we’ve cycled up? Outstanding,” the captain muttered, before hitting the controls for the automatic pilot to take over and turning back to the hold. “Seeing as we’re here, you might as well get that woman off my boat!” he shouted. He was in no mood for passengers at the moment, and all of his previous good will toward this ‘Cassandra Milan’—if that was even her real name—had vanished.

      “She took out two of the Armcore attack-fighters, Captain.” Val’s words were heavy as he unclipped himself from his weapons seat and nodded to the other command chair, where the renegade archaeologist was currently sliding back her targeting visor and sitting up.

      “You were on the guns?” El spluttered, halfway between surprise and outrage.

      “We both were, Captain. Although the rail-guns can be controlled by one master gunner, they are best controlled by two,” the Duergar said. “That way, we can have independent targeting—two targets instead of one.”

      El just stared at him. “You don’t say.”

      “It’s fine.” Cassandra had already unclipped her harness and was standing up from her seat. “I’m good to go at the first opportunity.” She glared at the captain. “Just so long as you don’t intend me to swim over to Charylla, that is…”

      “I’m getting close to it,” El muttered, earning a disapproving glare from Val. “But no, of course not. The Mercury doesn’t have a second escape pod, so we’ll have to make a quick docking…”

      BWARP! Emergency alarms broke out from the cockpit, earning a shouted curse from the captain as he bounded back up the stairs.

      “What is it?” Val asked, lingering around his gun control seat just in case.

      El checked the sensors.

      Weapons lock detected. Multiple systems targeting the Mercury. The screen flared multiple small red circles over the nearest asteroids of the Traders’ Belt. “The traders have activated the defense grid against us!” El shouted. “I bet it was Hogan, that toad!”

      “They won’t fire on you, Captain,” Cassandra called up to him.

      How do you know? El cursed. The trader defense grid wasn’t particularly sophisticated by Armcore standards—it mostly consisted of missile batteries years out of date and the odd orbital laser—but the Trader Council had been adding to it for years and finally managed to link everything up to a centralized firing computer. That meant that it could fire an impressive amount of armaments over a short period of time if it wanted to, effectively creating a wall of fire and fury against any would-be attackers.

      And because I owe Hogan, he’s made us personal non grata over there…

      “You said that you owed them money, right? What sort of businessman kills the people that he wants money from?” Cassandra argued.

      She has a point, El thought grudgingly. Hogan wanted the Mercury, his Mercury. This was a bluff tactic, but even so… “Well, as much as I think you might be right, lady, I don’t think we’re going to be docking at Charylla anytime soon.”

      There was a disgruntled sound behind him from Cassandra, at the same time as an incoming message started bleeping from the console.

      Accept/Reject?

      “Irie? How are we doing on that warp cycling?” he called over the comms.

      “Just a little bit more, Captain…”

      Frack, frack, frack. El really didn’t want to be forced to talk to Trader Hogan right then. He did say that I had better come up with some money the next time he saw us. Which was now, and he still had nothing to show for himself apart from the stolen cargo. El thought about dumping it out of the nearest airlock and jumping anyway, but instantly knew that wouldn’t be a good idea. Not only would it prove to Trader Hogan that he had been lying, but it would also only be half of what he owed the dangerous thug. Hogan wasn’t the sort to compromise, and let bygones be bygones.

      No, Trader Hogan was the sort to make sure that you were hounded until the end of your days.

      Incoming message! Accept/Reject?

      “Oh, crap.” El sighed. “Cassandra? We have a change of plans, I’m afraid. We’re going to have to get out of here, and then you’ll have to hitch a ride and make your own way back to your superior on Charylla, you got that?”

      The woman was uncharacteristically silent for a long pause, until El turned his head for her confirmation. She had paled and looked worried.

      What is going on here? What is she involved in that she doesn’t want anyone else to know about? El thought. He was a career criminal. He could tell when someone was on the run, and he would bet his life that Cassandra was. He just wished that he didn’t have to bet his life right now.

      “It’s the only way, lady.”

      “Cassandra,” she said with a glare. “My name is Cassandra.”

      “Fine. Cassandra then. Now, if you’ll buckle up, then we’ll…”

      BWARP! More alarms from the console rig behind him. “In the star’s name, now what!?”

      Multiple warp jumps detected. Imminent ships arriving in this sector, the computer announced, just as El saw the flashes of warp light and the curious stretching and doubling over of space as one, then two…then many ships warped around Traders’ Belt.

      It was the Armcore Battle Cruiser, and this time, it brought friends.
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      BWARP! BWARP! Weapons lock detected. Multiple systems targeting the Mercury.

      The cockpit had flushed a dangerous red with all of the alarm signals that the ship’s computer was giving off. Hanging in front of the Traders’ Belt, half-obscuring Charylla from view, was the upturned bow of the battle cruiser, as well as three Gorgon-class battleships. They were smaller and meaner than the cruiser, looking like a collection of flaring tubes, like some strange insect—with each spike ending in a gun port. If the battle cruiser was designed to deploy local attack-fighters against a planetary city, then the Gorgons were designed to conduct the campaigns in space. They were vicious and could move or fire in any direction.

      And why the heck have they brought them here, for me! El thought in alarm as he saw the larger cruiser once again start to release its attack-fighters like a cloud of angry wasps.

      But it wasn’t for him, was it? El turned on his heel and pointed his gloved finger at Cassandra. “You! You tell me just exactly what it is you stole from Armcore, now! Before I do decide to chuck you out of the airlock!”

      “I won’t allow that, Captain,” Val growled. “This human, as small as her physical body is, managed to save our lives twice now.”

      El groaned. When was his gunner going to understand the subtleties of intimidation? “Okay, I don’t mean I’m going to do it now,” he said, changing his statement as he ground his teeth.

      “Or ever, until the blood honor has been paid.” The Duergar nodded heavily.

      “Fine. Whatever you say, Val. I just need to know what it is that causes an entire Armcore battle group to violate the Traders’ non-aligned treaty!” El snapped.

      Cassandra had again grown as pale as a dust moon. “What do you mean? I haven’t stolen anything. I told you that I just saved my own academic work from Armcore’s hands…”

      “That’s a load of swamp-gas, and you know it,” El snapped. “I want to know, now.”

      BWARP! The alarms rang louder.

      “Well…” Cassandra took a deep breath, just as the first explosion rocked the Armcore battle group. The Traders’ Belt defense grid had been tripped, and as El turned back in horror, he saw that there were multiple flares of light and flames coming from the far side of the Armcore vessels. Several of the barely-emerged attack-fighters vanished in flames or broke off wings and body parts that spiraled into their neighbors, causing a chain-reaction of destruction.

      “You fools,” El breathed. It was fine for someone like him to fire back on Armcore, to defend themselves. We only have our own lives on the line, after all, he knew. But the Traders’ Belt? Now that they had killed even one Armcore officer, the entire territory would be considered an enemy, and the might of the Armcore military machine would bear down on them.

      Already, the battle cruiser was retaliating in kind, even as it started to turn with the shakes of the missiles pulverizing its sides. El saw a spear of boiling light leap from the snubbed ‘nose’ of the cruiser, concentrating on one of the nearest asteroid habitats for a long moment, before lines of red lava spread over the rock and the entire thing blew. A shockwave of plasma and gas swept back over them all, making the Armcore battle group bob in its swell and the Mercury to sway wildly. Clouds of molten rock, debris, and dust were thrown against their fellow asteroid worlds.

      Holy crap, El thought. He had never seen an orbital weapon at close range. He had never even been in a battle before, despite his training for it. He wasn’t ready for this level of extreme malice.

      “I’m getting us out of here.” He was already pulling the Mercury back and allowing the shockwave to carry them further away from the mess.

      But not fast enough.

      Incoming!

      The ship shuddered and shook once more as missiles impacted its hull.

      Defense analysis: class 3 intercept missile. Low payload. Damage? External.

      Defense analysis: class 2 intercept missile. Medium payload. Damage? Calculating...

      Most of the attack-fighters were now engaged in protecting the battle cruiser from the Traders’ Belt defense grid—not that it needed much protection, El thought—and also from the rising tide of trader ships. The non-aligned traders might not have dedicated warships, but there were plenty of mercenaries who called this place their home, the captain knew, and each and every one of them would have retro-fitted and hacked the most dangerous weapons they could afford into their crafts.

      The captain winced as he saw the expanding blue balloon of energy as some strange missile or bomb was fired at the Armcore cruiser, further rocking it on its side. A dozen more flashes of light and fire along its engines.

      But the Traders’ Belt versus an Armcore battle group? El didn’t know. He wouldn’t like to bet either way on it. Besides, he still had too much on his hands to think about, namely the three Gorgons racing toward him.

      “Hey,” El shouted, punching the boosters and swerving away from another small flock of intercept missiles. “What you said earlier… If Armcore wants whatever you got, then they won’t kill us until they got it, right?” He threw the Mercury into another barrel-roll.

      “Maybe.” Cassandra had already clipped herself back into the weapons’ control seat and was raising the joystick. “But they don’t need me for it. They can pick it up out of the debris of our blasted-apart ship.”

      Great. What a way to raise the spirits, El snarled inwardly. “Irie?”

      “It’s coming, Cap! All this booster use is draining the engine!” she said.

      “Well, I’m not about to sit here and wait!” El shouted. “New co-ordinates: 32Alpha, G-slash-Kappa 73.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “Just do it!”  El reached for the boosters one more time, but his hand wavered over the lever. “Now, let’s see what I can do au naturalle…” he hissed, spinning the wheel before stopping it with machine precision.

      “Get some!” he heard the Duergar roar behind him and felt the reverberation through his feet as both Val and Cassandra’s rail-guns bombarded the nearest Gorgon with photon fire.

      The Mercury was flipping in a slow-motion curve as the two massive guns extended and retracted, belching white-gold, burning plasma through space. El saw the haze and crackle of fire as the photons exploded around the Gorgon in a shell of fire.

      “That thing must have an energy shield, frack!” El swore. Only a few ships could afford permanent energy shields—and only the bravest, too, as a permanent energy shield, whilst disrupting incoming laser fire, was like running a localized warp field at all times around your ship. There were stories of these ‘protected ships’ suddenly disappearing and parts of it reappearing in different parts of the galaxy, or of all internal computer systems going down.

      But even energy shields could be broken, if the barrage was strong enough. As the Mercury swung in an improbable arc around its nearest foe, he started to see the photon blasts burst over its spikes and struts, bending and breaking them with bursts of electricity and escaping gas. The Gorgon shook and tumbled, spinning away in retreat.

      “Did you see that! Did you see that!” El was whooping with joy. That was incredible. Whoever heard of an ex-racing vessel making a Gorgon-class Armcore battle ship turn tail and run?

      “Lead gun out!” Val called. “Manual reload!” The Duergar threw himself out of the chair and rolled across the hold, seizing the boxes of condensed plasma that he would have to load into the weapon port to get it juiced up again.

      “Second gun taking over,” Cassandra called, and continued to fire at the next Gorgon—but it was only barrage fire, designed to annoy and blind.

      “Captain! Jumping in three…two… Brace!”

      The world turned white and El swayed, feeling dizzy and nauseous all of a sudden, but also very, very happy.
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      Whump.

      “Damage report!” El was shouting, even before his brain and his eyes had started to link up and believe that they were in normal space again. Behind him, he heard an accompanying groan from Cassandra, as the sudden jump took its toll on her psyche too.

      It’s not that jumping sends you mad, the captain groggily thought. But there was something intrinsically wrong about the whole process, and the mind could feel it. He had been forced to read a bunch of reports on it back at the academy. How it was unwise to jump too many times too quickly, how longer jumps increased the side effects, etc. The best explanation that he had read of the phenomena was that the human body—any terrestrial body, in fact—knows. It is designed for regular three-dimensional space, regular relative time way below the speed of light. If you unexpectedly pick it up, ask it to break the laws of physics, and throw it across the galaxy, then it knows that it shouldn’t be there, and so it rebels.

      Well, it can rebel later, when I know that we’re alive. The captain shook his head. Behind him, there was a wearied thunk as Val kicked the last casket into the weapons loader. Even the massive Duergar looked groggy.

      “Hopefully, we won’t need that,” El called.

      “Is this just like the fact that the moon of Tritho Prime was supposed to be a simple mission?” Val gave the cannister another kick for good measure. The loading mechanism caught it and the mechanical doors whined shut. Further sounds of the clunk and grate of the rail-gun underneath being primed could be heard.

      “Where are we?” Cassandra asked, warily getting out of the weapons harness. “Aren’t you afraid of Armcore tracking our warp signature?”

      “Not here.” El nodded out the cockpit window, and Cassandra wobbled to the nearest porthole in the hull. Outside the ship was a sea of orange, greens, purples, and red clouds billowing up into constantly swirling forms.

      “Whoa,” Cassandra said.

      “The Bruno Nebula,” El said. “It’s small, but pretty volatile, chucking out lots of quantum signatures.”

      “Why didn’t you jump us here in the first place, then?” Cassandra said dryly, turning to give the captain her disconcerting stare.

      “Because it’s also the home of another person that our good captain has managed to annoy,” Val grumbled, coming to stare out of the porthole beside Cassandra.

      “Hey, it wasn’t my fault that Maximillus got the wrong end of the stick about that rose wine,” El pointed out quite emphatically.

      “Rose wine?” Cassandra frowned. “You mean the stuff they serve the Coalition Emperor? The stuff that is supposedly never allowed out of the council chambers of the noble houses?”

      “The very same.” El nodded. “It tastes foul, by the way. Like perfume.”

      “How did you get a hold of it?” Cassandra asked. El blushed.

      Now is certainly not the time that I want to reveal to the crew my academy training and connections. “Let’s just say that I have some friends in high places,” he said mysteriously.

      “Fat lot of good it’s done you so far,” Val muttered. “Maximillus Merriman is a disgraced noble, and he hankered for a case of the rose wine that he can no longer find a supply of,” the Duergar said drolly. “The captain managed to acquire a case for him, somehow, and we delivered it here to Maximillus, only to find out that the rose wine in question was almost three hundred years out of date.”

      “It was like vinegar.” El winced. “But Max should really have been more specific about how he wanted it to be drinkable.”

      “Right.” Cassandra looked, bewildered, from captain to gunner. “And do you guys do a lot of this sort of stuff, then?”

      “What sort of stuff?” El raised his eyebrows. “Daring escapes? Risking life and limb? Illicit merchandise?” I really must check what Trader Hogan reckons is worth ten thousand credits, he reminded himself.

      “Well, I was under the impression that you were the fastest and the best independent traders this side of the galaxy…” Cassandra said with a crestfallen look. “I didn’t know you spent quite so much time running away and smuggling out of date wine.”

      “We are the best independent traders this side of the galaxy!” El said proudly, before something in his brain kicked him. Hey, wait a minute… “How could you know anything about our reputation?” he said slowly, his eyebrows settling into a steady line. “We just met you what, a few hours ago?”

      “Well…” It was Cassandra’s turn to look uncomfortable. “The Mercury Blade is kind of a one-off vessel. As soon as I realized which boat I was hitching a ride on, it was pretty obvious to work out who you were.”

      “Oh. It was?” Val said in surprise.

      The Duergar, as tough and as loyal as they are, are not exactly a people designed for subterfuge and piracy. El sighed, before clearing his throat and continuing. “Well, now you know who we are, and what we are. Is that a problem? You still want our services?”

      “I want a ride back to Charylla,” Cassandra pointed out dolefully. “Or maybe I don’t, now. My superior might be pulverized space-dust about now.”

      “They will be if they stay at the Traders’ Belt,” El said. “Now, we should make ourselves known to our hosts, and get hidden inside that for a while…” He said the last words breezily, slyly noting that Cassandra appeared relieved when he didn’t press her with more questions about who she was or what she had stolen.

      The captain didn’t want to appear too eager, after all, because whatever it was that would cause an Armcore battle group to cross the galaxy and attack a treaty non-aligned territory was sure to be worth lots and lots of money.
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      “Outbound message, all frequencies.” El stood at the ship’s wheel. “The Mercury Blade hailing the Merriman’s Court. Immediate assistance required,” El said and set the message to continually loop until Merriman showed itself.

      Meanwhile, he set the Mercury on as slow and stable automatic flight into the nebula as possible before joining his crew in the hold. He kept a note of where this ‘Cassandra Milan’ was at all times, as he inspected the damage reports and talked to Irie. Val had unceremoniously collapsed onto a large pile of canvas, webbing, and kitbags in the corner of the hold, falling into that deep sleep that only he could do at the drop of the hat. Mister Nosbert had appeared and was curled up at his side. El didn’t mind—the nap or the cat. He knew that the Duergar would jump up ready to fight or work at the drop of a spanner.

      His engineer, however, was a different question.

      “This is total madness, Captain,” Irie snapped, waving at the flat screen in front of her with its many warning signs blaring. “Look. The warp engine needs work, and the front and port paneling all need a heck of a lot of repair work. We’re lucky that we didn’t get one more hit from those bruisers. One more intercept missile might have blown our water unit, or our air processors…”

      “Okay, you got all the time you need.” El shrugged, turning slightly so he could see where the archaeologist was. She was leaning against the porthole window looking tired, but she had taken the sandy-grey robe off and packed it by the weapons chair she had just been utilizing. Would whatever she stole be in there? El wondered.

      “Captain? Are you even paying any attention to me?” Irie snapped.

      “Huh?” El had to admit that it was hard to, given that with the loss of her robe, Cassandra had revealed that her tunic was sleeveless, showing firm, athletic shoulders and arms, with skin that looked smooth and almost as pale as her hair.

      “Captain?” Irie snapped again. “Really. I don’t even know why I bother sometimes.”

      “What? Right. The damage.” El’s focus returned.

      “Yeah, the damage—and now you’re taking us through an active nebula. You know what nebulas are, right? Star factories. That’s right. This place is pregnant with mega-thermic quantum reactions, and you’re taking a damaged, limping, warp-engine-controlled spaceship and driving it straight through it.”

      “I’ve set the computer, we’re going to avoid any patches of volatile reactions,” El said. “And Merriman’s been keeping himself hidden inside here somehow for years.”

      “Maybe you can ask him,” Cassandra said, her sudden interjection surprising them both. El saw that she was now somehow on the other side of the hold and wearing her robes. When did she cross my peripheral vision? he thought in annoyance.

      “What do you mean?” the captain asked.

      Cassandra was pointing out of the porthole on this side, at a large, gaudy freighter powering itself toward them out of the swamp of colors.
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      The Merriman was large. Almost as large as that battle cruiser had been, El thought, and it also hadn’t changed one bit. If not a battle cruiser, then the long oblong Merriman, studded with its many domed windows, must have been a pleasure cruiser by definition. It was also painted a gaudy orange-gold with deep, velvety purple flashes and intersections, although the color was starting to fade, crack, and peel in many places, thanks to the constant buffeting of the Bruno Nebula’s storm winds.

      On the thing’s pronounced snout, El and the others could see the rows of archway-windows gleaming in the subatomic storm, and the powerful flood lights that flared from the front carapace like torches leading the way. The Merriman swam toward them at a snail’s pace, gently turning in space until its nose was adjacent to the Mercury.

      BWARP! An alarm rang through the cockpit of El’s ship.

      Incoming message! Accept/Reject?

      “Well, I’d better make my introductions…” El sighed miserably, racing up the metal stairs to tap on the flight console.

      “Ah, my dear Eliard!” erupted a cultured, vacillating voice that swooned from a deep baritone to a high nasal whine. In the background, the captain could swear that he heard a tinkle of glass and the strains of the latest synth music. “Such a pleasant surprise to see the Mercury in my nebula again, although I do remember telling you that if I were ever to see you again that I would grill your hide with photon cannons.”

      “It’s not your nebula, Max,” El said out of habit, before he heard Irie hissing at him to at least be respectful. The engineer mouthed the word ‘repairs’ at him in a very over-dramatic way.

      “Oh, but it is, Eliard, it is! Now, did you want to turn around and crawl back to where you came from, or did you want to tell me how deeply sorry you are, and how much you missed me, so much so that you just had to fly back into harm’s way to see my face once again?”

      Eliard’s lip curled into a wolfish growl. “Over my dead body…” he started to say, before Irie mounted the stairs to the cockpit and prodded him sharply in the small of the back.

      “Do it!” she hissed. “I need time to work on the Mercury, and we all need a place to hide out until we can figure out what we’re going to do!”

      El looked from his irate engineer to the large bulk of the pleasure cruiser outside. It was so close now that he could swear he could actually see tiny, tooth-pick figures past the windows. “Fine,” the captain said miserably, before turning back to the console.

      “Max! What a pleasure it is to hear you,” he said through a tight, rictus grin. “I was hoping that we could chat…”

      “Eliard, please. Don’t try to weasel out of it. I want to hear you say sorry, and how much you missed me.”

      Behind him, El heard Irie start to snigger.

      “I missed you,” El said in a deadpan voice.

      “And?” a purr of satisfaction from the other ship.

      “And I am sincerely sorry about that case of rose wine,” El added.

      “There, that wasn’t so hard now, was it? What was it they used to say at the academy? Gold thread binds the strongest, wasn’t it?”

      “That’s not true,” the Duergar said, deep in thought. “Poly-steel is a far stronger substance…” But no one was listening to Val, they were listening to the words of the disgraced Merriman.

      “And so, all is forgotten! Come on board, tell me what has been happening out there in the wild and dangerous territories while you’ve been away!”

      “Thank you, Max. Initiating docking protocol, over and out,” El said hurriedly, closing the line of communication between the two vessels. He imagined that he could almost hear the sarcastic laughter of the other man from here.

      “Dear space-gods, that guy is annoying,” El muttered, ignoring everyone else as he started to pilot the ship toward the nearest bay doors, which were opening with a hiss of gases to receive them.

      “You two know each other then?” Cassandra asked, and even with his back turned to her, he could feel the archaeologist’s smirk.

      “Well, I told you about the deal we had before, didn’t I?” El said defensively.

      “What was that he said about the academy?” she asked lightly. “He didn’t mean Trevalyn, did he?”

      “The guy’s insane. I have no idea what he’s talking about half the time,” El said hurriedly as the Mercury turned and a magnetic clamp unfolded from the glaring light above to clamp onto their carriage. With a thump and a shake, they started to rise into the belly of the Merriman cruiser.

      “And that weird phrase… ‘Gold thread binds the strongest.’ Where have I heard that before?” Cassandra said idly.

      “Anywhere? The Coalition is a big place, lady…” El said, his eyes blinking as they adjusted to the light and the bay doors beneath them thumped back into place. They were in a hanger that was big enough for three other small vessels like the Mercury, with a walkway halfway up the wall and a window gallery on the other side. El waited for the pressurization sign to slowly fill back up to normal.

      “No, isn’t that a noble house saying?” the archaeologist mused. “It means that nobles have got to stick together, right?”

      “I wouldn’t know.” El cleared his throat and turned at last to see Irie still glaring at him. “Right, everyone. Personal weapons at the ready, but personal weapons only. That means no bringing the Judge, Val.”

      “Aw. You always find a way to suck the fun out of life,” the gunner mumbled, setting the large ion rifle down and instead slapping a heavy blaster to his hip holster. When everyone was suitably armed—Cassandra had her own weapon, El was glad to see—they moved to the ladder up to the porthole in the ceiling, and from there, out into the Merriman proper.
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      “Eliard! Blessings of the Court upon you!” called out the small, rotund figure of Maximillus Merriman as he approached them. He looked exactly the same as when El had last seen him, with maybe a couple of extra pounds.

      He still looks like he’s trying to live in the glory days of the Imperial Coalition, the captain thought with a sigh. He wore golden robes that sashayed along the floor at his ankles, and underneath were the orange and purple house colors of his brocade coat, frilled tunic, and trousers. He was surrounded by a guard of considerably taller men and women, all of whom were as thin as Merriman was short and wearing as little as he was wearing a lot.

      “Hi, Max,” El said, looking deeply uncomfortable.

      The entourage met the crew of the Mercury on the walkway, as the sounds of the loading gear wound down to a static hum of electronic machinery.

      “Blessings of the Court?” Cassandra muttered behind the captain, earning a nudge from Irie. “Ow! What was that for?” the archeologist exclaimed, before their spat was overridden by the abundant personality of the small man in front of them all.

      “Hi, Max!” The noble beamed. “Always so droll, always so unassuming. You’re just like your father, you know, young Eliard.”

      “I’m nothing like my father,” El snapped, before blushing a deep crimson.

      “I knew it. El is… Ow!” Another sharp elbow stopped Cassandra from talking.

      “And who do we have here? I see Val Pathok, of course! They still tell stories about you on Dur, you know.” Max inclined his head, earning a noble, misty-eyed look from the grey-blue-skinned gunner. “And Irie Hanson, ah yes, do you still have that mech-warrior of yours? What was it called again?” The man flicked his white-gloved fingers at her like he was teasing the words from thin air.

      “The Babe Ruth, sir,” Irie said sharply. “And yeah, he’ll be ready just as soon as I get around to it.”

      “Ah yes, back in the tournament courts, I hope.” Max smiled, his eyes flicking to Cassandra. “And this is…?”

      “A new recruit,” El said.

      “Cassandra Milan, archaeologist,” she said at the same time, before there was a pause between the two groups.

      “You’re taking on archaeologists, are you now, El? Is the Mercury branching out into prospecting?” Max inquired, nodding back up the walkway. “Come, talk as we walk.”

      “It seems so, Max,” El said dejectedly. “Which, ah, is actually what I needed to talk to you about…”

      “Oh now, no business before pleasure, you know my motto!” Max shushed him with a friendly pat on the arm as they whisked through the doors to a large lift decorated with metal statues of Olympian youths, wearing not much at all. The doors closed and there was a sensation of movement as the lift shot through the internal decks of the cruiser.

      “We really only need a place to sleep, Max, and to conduct a few repairs on our ship...”

      “Of course, and what’s mine is yours, as they say, but I simply insist that you guest with us for a little while. It can get so uncouth out here in the back of beyond.”

      El was about to point out that Merriman himself had chosen this life but thought better of it when he noticed that each of the tall, scantily-clad guards had heavy blasters strapped to their bodies.

      Ping! With a swish, the doors opened on what could only be described as a ballroom. Cassandra gasped, and Val stiffened in immediate discomfort. This was simply not the Duergar fashion, the captain thought.

      The ballroom was long, with a vaulted ceiling made of several of those glass domes that El had seen on the route in, through which the incredible washes of interstellar color could be seen. On the ground, however, there were collections of many curved tables with chrome and upholstered chairs, at which sat crowds of people in varying states of inebriation. They wore robes and dresses, suits, or not much at all as the music piped the steady, constant flow of synthetic beats. In the central space, there was a dance floor with floating drone-lights strobing florescent colors as still more people swayed and danced.

      “Dear heavens, Max. Do you ever stop?” El said.

      “Stop, my dear boy?” Max looked at him with amusement. “The Merriman is on the eternal cruise! We travel the nebula, dancing the party away until the end of time!” He raised his voice as he said this, and the nearest of the crowd who could hear him raised their glasses and cheered.

      “I forgot,” El said dryly, causing Merriman to laugh as he escorted them to a table set a little apart from the others. His retinue stationed themselves around it sternly, and El saw that, even though this entire ship seemed to have been given over to the pursuit of hedonism at any cost, there was still a vein of seriousness that ran through Max’s character. That, at least, he could understand.

      “Apis Mead? Ochalkan Wine?” Merriman clapped his hands as everything he described was brought to their table in seconds.

      “Durish Ale,” Val grumbled.

      “Ah, I think we can even accommodate you…” Another clap, and yes, a brace of bone-tankards, frothing with some bubbling sort of beverage, was set on the table before the Duergar, who licked his lips appreciatively and dove in.

      Merriman beckoned one of his guards to his side, to whisper in her ear before shooing her away. “I hope you don’t mind if I select the food for you. It’s just that I have always prided myself on my taste…”

      “I can see,” Cassandra scowled.

      “Ah yes, Cassandra Milan, archaeologist.” Max’s eyes settled on her. “If you pardon me for saying so, but you do not, it seems, appear to fit the usual caliber of personnel that dear Eliard hangs about with.” This comment caused Irie to scowl, but even she couldn’t tell if it was an insult to El, to the crew, or to Cassandra.

      “I’m only temporary.” Cassandra gave a small, tight smile. “Eliard here—” She said his name with a satisfied smirk. “—was good enough to help me out with something, and I am in a hurry to get back to my friends.”

      “Your friends,” Maximillus said seriously. “That wouldn’t happen to be Bator, would it?”

      “What?” Cassandra’s mouth dropped in astonishment, just as the food arrived. Before she could speak, platter upon platter of food was delivered to their table, and it was a dizzying array.

      “Shush. Eat now, business later!” Maximillus laughed, spreading his hands out to indicate the side orders of shrimp, grilled fish, spiced cakes, dhal’s, sautéed vegetables, thermo-nuclear curries next to pastries and samosas, bhajis, and fragrant breads. By the time all of the silver platters had been delivered, there was hardly any room to even eat them as every inch of the table had a steaming plate of food.

      Val had already set into a set of ribs and was growling as he ripped the meat from the bones.

      “Ah well, no point being rude now, is there?” Irie muttered, seizing a spiced roll and dipping it in some type of soup. Even El started to eat dainty bites, before he realized quite how hungry he was and ate with abandon.

      Cassandra looked from her companions to the expectant eyes of Max Merriman. She didn’t trust him, and it was clear that the feeling was mutual. But it was also clear that this was her life now, at least for the time being. She attacked a side of sautéed fish.

      “There. Now, no more business talk, please. If you excuse me, I must go see to the business of running the universe’s largest party.” Max nodded to each in turn, wiped his fingers on a napkin, and slid to his feet, where the guard retinue instantly surrounded him once again and he was escorted out of the room.

      “He doesn’t do things by halves, does he?” Cassandra frowned.

      “No. Max is…” El considered. “An eccentric.” Irie coughed. “Okay then, he’s downright mad. But I kind of pity him in some ways,” El said, the good food and wine taking the edge from his character. “The Merrimans were one of the noble houses of the Imperial Coalition. Max was the last of his line and the inheritor of a fantastic amount of wealth, before the Coalition Council requisitioned most of it for funding Armcore. He got mad, told them to stuff it, and came out here.” The captain looked at the closed door that the small noble had waltzed through. “I think he misses it. I think he hates living out here.”

      “How come you know so much about him, Eliard?” Cassandra tore a bit of bread.

      “Who’s this Bator guy? Is he your ‘superior’ that we’ve heard so much about?” the captain returned. Cassandra opened and closed her mouth, but the captain smoothly carried on. “Max might be wild, but he still has some wits about him. He was right, for example, when he said that you’re not like the rest of us, Cassandra. Out here in the wilds, you toughen up. You learn how to take the rough with the smooth. You end up making friends with all sorts of people.”

      “And learn to eat when there’s food in front of you,” Irie added, “because you never know when you might be stuck in a three-month deep-space haul.”

      Val growled.

      Cassandra looked from one member of the Mercury crew to the other. It was clear to the captain that this was the look of a person who realized she was in a minority. He could almost see her calculating how to turn this to her advantage.

      “You stole something from Armcore, didn’t you?” he asked.

      “What!?”

      “It’s okay. We’ve all done it.” El stuffed a spiced cake into his mouth. “But I reckon that this is the first time that you have done it. Although, you do know your way around a weapon’s rig.” He tapped the table, laying out the clues. “But you’re worried about where you are, and not used to the politics out here. I’d say you are a Coalition-baby, who hasn’t spent much time outside of the core worlds.”

      Cassandra opened and closed her mouth.

      “But you are a very well-trained one. You shot down two Armcore attack-fighters earlier. You led my people out of danger at Tritho’s moon.”

      “She knew how to disable a hunter drone,” Irie pointed out between mouthfuls.

      “Right. So. Used to taking orders? Living a life whom you know who to trust? First away mission?”

      Twin spots of color blossomed on Cassandra’s cheeks. “You haven’t even the faintest idea who I am.”

      “You’re right, I don’t,” El said. “But you’re going to tell me, because you need us to deliver whatever it is you stole to Bator. You need us in case it turns out that Merriman won’t help you. And you need us…” He leaned over the table. “Because now we have an entire Armcore battle group hunting for us. I saw something back on Tritho,” El growled. “I saw Armcore raise something from that dustpit of a moon, and it wasn’t human. It wasn’t even Duergar or Sankiss. It was Valyien, and it failed. Now, what did you steal?”

      Cassandra looked from one stony-faced crew member to the other, before hanging her head.

      “My name really is Cassandra Milan, but I have an active data-space scrub that removes my name from company records every few cycles.”

      “Holy crap,” Irie breathed. “That is some seriously expensive codeware.”

      “My employers can afford it,” Cassandra said. “I’m an agent for House Archival.”

      “Oh.” El didn’t look impressed. I should have guessed that this was more noble court business. And who else but House Archival—the noble house that had dedicated its resources to cataloguing and preserving human history—would be masquerading as archaeologists on a once Valyien-inhabited moon?

      “And this Bator guy is House Archival too?” El asked, earning a nod from Cassandra.

      “He is my mentor. He sent me to infiltrate Armcore as soon as he heard of their interest in the moon of Tritho Prime. We didn’t know what it was that they had found, not really, but we couldn’t let them have it if it was Valyien.”

      “It was,” El said and described the strange metal-flower ovoid that had hung in the air over the pit.

      Cassandra nodded, reaching into her robes to pull out the small black box unit that Irie had seen her disengage from the computers on the moon of Tritho. It was barely as long as her palm, but it was fat and block-like, with a series of segmented plates and access ports at either end. A data-stick, El thought. Exactly the same as you would find in the Mercury or on Charylla or throughout the galaxy. Wherever a lot of encoded codeware needs to be stored, transported, and uploaded somewhere else. She stacked a plate and laid the box reverently on the table in front of her.

      “I know it was Valyien” the agent-archaeologist said. “This data-stick contains something called Alpha.” Her voice dropped to a murmur. “I was in the middle of trying to get to the bottom of it, but I think it’s an AI.”

      “An Artificial Intelligence?” Irie frowned. Everyone knew that they, too, were expensive and rare. “What has AI tech got to do with Valyien relics?”

      “We don’t know, but we think…” Cassandra took a deep breath. “We think that Armcore was trying to create an artificial Valyien intelligence.” She tapped the box carefully.

      “That’s impossible. All the Valyien are dead.” El scoffed.

      “But that would be incredible though, if they pulled it off!” Irie said, her engineer’s eyes lighting with glee. “Just think about it! Every significant technological break-through that humanity has achieved in the last thousand years has been because of retro-fitting Valyien technology, right?” The small woman looked around the table. “Even getting us into space in the first place was because of the Valyien First Contact. And then we got warp drives thanks to finding one of their ships, we developed field technology thanks to the Orb, even photon-mesa weaponry was due to the Lance that Armcore discovered. If we could recreate one of their intelligences, and patch it with one of our own super-computer AIs…”

      “Yes. An infinite supply of Valyien technology, thousands of years ahead of our own.” Cassandra nodded. “It would break open the entire universe for us to explore. Star engineering projects, warp drives that could cross galaxies, maybe even dimensions…”

      “Death.” The Duergar’s words cut through their wonder like a bullet in a crowded room. When they all turned to look at him, they saw that his broad, troll-like features were twisted with hatred. “It will only bring death, and you humans are fools to explore it. The wisest thing you can do is to destroy that thing now.”

      “What? You’re talking crazy, Val!” Irie shouted. Cassandra quickly slipped the data-stick back into her robes as fast as it had appeared.

      The Duergar looked at the smaller human reproachfully, almost with sympathy. “You forget who it is you talk to, little Irie. We Duergar were never a space-faring species. We were uplifted by the Valyien many millennia ago.” He looked at his broad arms, corded with grey-white muscle and covered with hardened skin almost like scales. His shoulders were as broad as Irie and El standing side by side. “Durish lore states that we were changed by the Valyien, made what we are now. They made us their laborers and slaves.”

      “Until you revolted,” El pointed out. “It’s not all bad news. Now the Duregar have space tech and warp fields and are a part of the Imperial Coalition…”

      “No one knows for sure what happened to make the Valyien leave,” Val growled. “And yes, we now have warp technology and weapons and make very excellent fighters.” The gunner didn’t look particularly pleased with this. “But are we happier now than we were before the Valyien?”

      Silence fell across the table, with each of the humans lost in their own philosophical thoughts. Should they destroy Alpha? Should they keep it? Who could they sell it to? It was Cassandra who broke the impasse, laying her hand gently on Val’s massive forearm.

      “That is precisely why House Archival wants Alpha, Val,” she said gently. “We seek to preserve it, but not allow Armcore and the rest of the Imperial Coalition to use it. Not until we’re ready. Bator wants to keep it locked in the deepest, strongest vault that House Archival has.”

      Val was quiet for a moment, before grunting. “I still think you should destroy it.”

      “Well, whatever we decide to do,” the captain said, “one thing is for sure—we still have Armcore coming for us, and we need to figure out a way to stop them.”

      “Bator,” Cassandra said with certainty in her eyes. “House Archival will pay handsomely for this data-stick and will protect the Mercury and her crew.”

      El’s eyes lit up when he heard the words ‘pay handsomely.’ “Well, why didn’t you tell us that in the first place?” He slapped the edge of the table enthusiastically. “It sounds to me like the Mercury has another job!”

      Beside him, Val sighed heavily.
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      “Psst. Captain!”

      El awoke in the dark with a banging headache and his eyes full of light.

      “Bahhh!” he groaned, flailing at whoever was attacking him. He failed to hit the source of the light, but it pulled away nonetheless, revealing the under-lit face of Cassandra, looking the worse for wear herself as she peered over his bunk.

      Oh, I think I remember what happened last night… El rubbed his eyes, which felt like they were trying to squeeze their way through his skull. The crew of the Mercury had eaten their fill and resorted to drinking as the night had worn on. Despite Max’s protestations that the Merriman was living a hand-to-mouth existence out here in the wilds, it didn’t seem to stop a near endless supply of alcohol and food being brought to their table. El thought he remembered several of the others of Merriman’s Court asking one or the other of them to dance. All of them had refused, apart from Val, somewhat surprisingly, who had tried to teach them all the Durish Hornpipe. From what the captain remembered, it contained a lot of hopping, stamping, and growling.

      “Uh. How did I get here?” he murmured, wondering if he was going to be sick. “And where is here exactly?”

      “Guest apartments. The Merriman guards showed us to them last night…or sometime this morning, remember?” Cassandra said in a whisper.

      El didn’t remember, and instead pushed himself upright (the room spun) to see their quarters anew. He was in a pod-shaped room, on a comfortable bed that was wider than he was. When was the last time that happened? he wondered. The room had smooth, organic-sculpted walls with gentle pink lighting, aside from the glare of Cassandra’s work lamp. At one end was an open archway, which El recalled now, were a suite of other rooms, presumably which housed the rest of the Mercury’s crew.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” El moaned, swinging his legs over the side of the bed.

      “Here, take these. They’ll help nullify the hangover.” Casandra dropped a couple of blue and white-banded pills into his hand as she stood up and turned for him to get dressed.

      El swallowed the acrid little pills more out of confusion than any faith he had in this woman but was surprised when he started to feel his headache receding, and the ache in his limbs replaced with a warm energy.

      “One of the benefits of being an agent. I started to load up on them last night, when it became clear what Merriman was doing,” she said, holding out the captain’s trousers behind her back.

      “What was Max doing?” El said, sounding vaguely annoyed.

      “He was trying to drug us. It was obvious. Oldest play in the book, right? Get on our good side, load us with alcohol and expensive food…” Cassandra shook her head. “I should have seen it coming. As soon as he mentioned Bator…”

      “Your supervisor?” El clipped on his blaster.

      “Yeah. How would Merriman know him? Why would House Archival contact Merriman’s Court, of all places?”

      “Max has always had a lot of fingers in a lot of pies, even out here,” El growled. It was how he stayed alive, after all.

      “Well, I still don’t like it. Come on.” Cassandra led him into the main sitting room of their apartment, where Val and Irie were already strapping on weapons and checking their gear.

      “No, wait a minute, Cassandra. I might not trust Max, but I know him. I’ve known him for a long time…” El hissed angrily. “Guys? Isn’t that right?” he called to the others.

      “Because you’re from one of the imperial noble houses?” Cassandra turned on her heel and raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Uh…” Crapsticks. El’s eyes widened. If they figure out where I came from, they won’t respect me. “What are you talking about?” His eyes flickered warily to Val and Irie, in particular Val.

      “Don’t sweat it.” The Duergar grinned, a horrible mangling of fangs and yellowed teeth. “We’ve known for a long time that you’re Coalition, boss,” Val said.

      “You have?” El blinked in surprise.

      “Of course.” His engineer rolled her eyes. “Who else would know just what spoon to use in an Andusarian meal?”

      “Oh,” El said, feeling vaguely stupid. “For what it’s worth, it was my choice to leave the, uh, the academy…”

      Val laughed heavily. “We figured that you probably did something to make them throw you out. You’ve never been good with authority figures, Captain.”

      I guess I haven’t. El felt completely discombobulated by this revelation. He had spent the last ten years carefully building up a name for himself as a daring, fearless, and ruthless space captain. If the Traders’ Belt started to think that he was in fact some soft, trust-fund Coalition noble, then his reputation—and his profits—would be ruined.

      Although, they already are right about now, aren’t they? El sighed. It wasn’t like he could go back to Charylla and pick up work any time soon. Not with Trader Hogan hunting for his blood. That is, if Charylla even exists anymore…

      “Right. Well, this doesn’t change anything.” El straightened his collar in an effort to appear just slightly more in charge. “There’s an old code of honor amongst the noble houses. It states that you don’t go around stabbing them in the back, and so I can’t see that Max would be working against us…”

      “That’s rot, and you know it, Captain.” Cassandra surprised him by laughing. “All that the noble houses do is scheme and plot against each other. And either way, both you and Merriman are disgraced. What does he care if he throws another disgraced, disinherited scion to the flames?” She pierced him with that direct stare. “Would you care?”

      “Good point.” El sighed. “But still, what proof do you have?”

      “This.” Cassandra nodded to Irie, who raised her own armguard to flicker her hands over his controls. The various buttons flashed a dull working green, and then the forearm-mounted device projected a small infographic of spiking and falling blue lines, and the readout of a heart-beat.

      “What’s that?” El asked.

      “After our meal, Cassandra asked me to initiate a scan of data-space activity, and these are the results.” The woman pointed to the small peaks and valleys of the blue line. “This is most of the evening, and this—” She indicated the sudden high and violent waves. “—is when we were escorted to bed. Someone sent a lot of sub-quantum messages through data-space when they knew that we were out of the way, and although I can’t read their contents, I can analyze their trajectory.” Irie frowned. “All of those messages were heading straight out of Bruno’s Nebula and toward Coalition space.”

      “Maybe Max has some contacts back there?” El tried to reason, but even he knew that it was a thin excuse. Given any other circumstance, what would he normally believe if he didn’t know Max? His shoulders slumped. “Okay, I hear you. So, what’s the plan? Get out of here?”

      “Send a message,” Cassandra corrected. “Try to get somewhere where I can send a sub-quantum message to House Archival and then leave. They’ll be able to send someone to bring us in.”

      “Fine. You do that.” El nodded. “Irie and Val? You two get to the Mercury and see if you can get her operational again.”

      “I can make her operational, Cap, that’s the easy part.” His engineer rolled her eyes. “The hard part is making sure she doesn’t crack like a bad egg as soon as she gets hit by the next intercept missile.”

      “I’ll have to make sure that she doesn’t then, won’t I?” El said testily. “Now, go on with you.”

      They didn’t move. “And what about you, Captain?” Irie asked.

      I need to know for certain that Max is selling us out, the captain thought, feeling that spark of righteous indignation that he remembered so well, because he had seen it in his own father’s eyes many times. I trusted him. I asked for his aid. He fumed.

      “Captain?” Irie urged him again.

      “I have some business to attend to on board,” he said heavily, flicking the safety off on his blaster pistol.
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      Val and Irie stole through the corridors of the Merriman’s Court, leaving El and Cassandra in the doorway to their room. They breathed shallowly, and their mouths were pursed, but the captain wondered if all their anxiety was unwarranted. This part of the ship appeared to be in sleep mode, with purple-pink phased lights glowing in a muted way, and no sound from anywhere nearby.

      “I hope we weren’t the only ones drunk last night,” El said, seeing a nod of agreement from Cassandra.

      “Do you know where the nearest satellite array is? Transmitter controls?” she breathed to him.

      “No. I never wanted to spend longer than a few days on board the Court on previous visits.” El shrugged, then nodded down the corridor. “But I know that all of the command infrastructure, the flight decks, and logistical rooms are up in the prow. I reckon that is as good a place to start as any.”

      Another nod, and the pair moved along the corridor at a fast jog.

      It turned out that the captain’s first assumption had been right after all, when they passed the first guard station where a nubile young man with a tall photon rifle across his lap was fast asleep in his booth. It seemed that last night was a cause of celebration for everyone. El frowned, carefully stepping around the guard.

      “Wait,” Cassandra hissed, stooping down to retrieve a small identity card from the sentry’s utility belt. “We might need this for the doors ahead.”

      “Is that what they teach you in spy school? How to steal?” El hissed once they had tiptoed around the corner.

      “Yes. And lie through my teeth.” Cassandra smiled wolfishly. “There—a lift.”

      The first attempt to get the lift to open resulted in an angry red light, and it was only when Cassandra waved the guard’s identity card in front of the lift controls that it turned green and the doors whisked open. Once inside, a small schematic of the major areas of the Merriman’s Court revealed that these lifts shot down the middle artery of the vessel from prow to aft and could also ascend and descend shafts to different levels.

      “No sense in taking our time, right?” He selected the Control Floor, right at the forward hub of the Court.

      “No.” Cassandra raised her blaster, and tensed.

      Ping! The door opened, to reveal a doorway bristling with guns.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Now, that’s no way to treat an old friend now, is it?” El said through clenched teeth. He had his blaster at the ready, as did Agent Cassandra beside him, but they were facing at least three times their number. We might be able to take out one each, maybe two once they got us, but that would still leave two extra guns firing at us. El paused. His eyes flickered over the guards. They were the same tall, impassive models that he had seen earlier, and each one had that dead-eyed stare that said they wouldn’t have any qualms about shooting—or dying, for that matter.

      “And when does an old friend start sneaking around his host’s boat with guns drawn?” said Max’s voice from somewhere behind the spread of bodyguards. The pair could see glimpses of the control deck around them: wide and semi-circular, with the forward-facing wall given over to stretch screens.

      “I’ve had camera drones on from the moment that you first arrived, Eliard.” Gone were the voluptuous tones of before from the captain and owner of the Court. Now, he talked in flat practicalities.

      “Why?” El asked, which he knew was a dumb question, but he couldn’t help himself.

      “Guns down first, Captain.” Max’s tone was insistent.

      El glanced at Cassandra at his side, who appeared to be just as angry at the situation as he was, but they could both see that neither of them had any choice.

      “Fine.” He released his grip, allowing the blaster to slid upside down.

      “And on the floor. Slowly. I know how great a fan you are of reckless heroics,” Max said.

      “The reckless part I can see, but heroics?” El quipped, but he did as he was asked, carefully crouching to set his blaster on the floor of the lift as Cassandra did the same beside him.

      “There now, that’s better. Guards?” At their commander’s suggestion, the women and men gestured for the pair to follow them into the control deck and picked up their blasters after them.

      El found himself staring at the form of Maximillus, who sat on what could only be described as a golden throne. Whereas El liked to have a perching seat with a full ship’s wheel like the Navy and racers did, it seemed that Merriman preferred the much more traditionally noble affectation of having a command chair with his piloting wheel given over to another member of staff. It was encrusted with gold, and control panels swept down the arms in a complicated array of buttons and lights.

      “Why, Max?” El asked again as the bodyguards stopped them just inside the control deck. Semi-circular desks sat facing the screens, with the pilot seated in the middle of the lower level.

      “Because my aerials have been full of word of your predicament, Eliard.” The man’s eyes were cold. “That you tried to stiff Trader Hogan. That you were no longer welcome in the Traders’ Belt. At first, I thought that this was just another pleasing anecdote. I even felt sorry for you, would you believe? I told myself that if you came into my nebula that I would even help you, but…”

      The man shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Then I started hearing rumors of something very tasty being unearthed in Tritho System, and imagine how surprised I was to hear that a racing-class Mercury was spotted making moonfall!” He spread his gloved hands like it was a simple matter. “I started reaching out, Eliard. Asking questions. That is how I found out what Bator of House Archival was doing, sending his little scamps out to infiltrate Armcore.” He gave a generous nod toward Cassandra, who only glared. “Is it any surprise when you consider how much that thing she carries is worth? And more than that, Eliard, I did it because I am tired. I am tired of living this junkyard life out on the margins. I want back in. I want to be seated at the Imperial Council like Merrimans have for over five hundred years! I want to see the latest fashions. Eat the latest cuisine, not scraps we can ferret from passing guildships.”

      “You were always after your rose wine, Max,” El said sadly.

      “Yes. Is that so great a crime?” Max said indignantly.

      “It is when it costs you your friends,” the captain spat back.

      “We were never friends, Eliard. We were just two lesser sons of great imperial houses. I am clever enough to know which star is shining right now, and it is Armcore’s. You would have done well to beg forgiveness from your father and go back to the academy!” Max said the last words thunderously, and El felt any kindness he had for the man evaporate in the white heat of rage.

      Never, he promised himself. I will never go back.

      “Hand it over, Miss Milan, before I tell my guards to burn a hole through your back and pluck it from your corpse.” Max sneered.

      Cassandra didn’t move.

      BWARP! Incoming Message! One of the consoles at the front of the control deck lit up.

      “It’s from the admiral, sir,” said one of the svelte Merriman Court officers. “The fleet is arriving outside the nebula, and he awaits our response.”

      The large screens flickered and flashed, suddenly showing a view from the edge of the Bruno Nebula, where the Court must have had small satellite drones stationed. El started to sweat as he saw the stars change in intensity, slide and glom together as if seen through a viscous liquid, before there whumped into existence the Armcore battle group. There were three Gorgon battleships, already starting to turn and move into a wide semi-circular position, and over them sat the hulk of the battle cruiser, already starting to spill attack-fighters into the space between the stars. El was pleased to see that the cruiser had at least been damaged by the Traders’ Belt. There were large swathes of blackened, twisted metal along one side where the plasma cannons and missiles had hit.

      But it wasn’t enough to stop it. Does that mean that the Traders’ Belt lost? The captain was surprised that he felt a pang of homesickness for that disreputable place. Is the Belt destroyed?

      “Tell him that we have the device, but I need assurances,” Max called out. “He knows the terms: ten billion credits deposited as a good will gesture, and a full pardon by the Imperial Coalition.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      “You toad, Max,” El snapped. “You know that they’ll treat you just the same as before. The imperial houses will laugh at you behind your back, and Armcore will strip Merriman of every asset it has…”

      “They might,” Max said genially. “But you reveal the depths of your naiveté, Captain. That was always what the imperial houses did. You believed that hogwash they told you at the academy, didn’t you? That the noble houses were there to protect the people, to keep space safe from the invaders, to further knowledge?” Max laughed a deep belly-roll of a laugh.

      Maybe I did… Eliard blushed furiously.

      “The Coalition has always been a poker game, Eliard, and right now, I am the one holding all the aces.”

      “Terms accepted, sir, and…” The officer clattered his fingers over his controls. “Ten billion credits applied to your name through data-space transfer!” The officer sounded wide-eyed and breathless.

      “Ah.” A pleased sound from the small Merriman. “Now, Cassandra? Hand over the device.”

      “No.” Cassandra wouldn’t budge, and when Eliard looked at her, he could see tears in her eyes. “I won’t do it. I can’t.”

      “Fine.” Max raised a hand to his guards.

      “Wait!” El said desperately, then to Cassandra. “Cass… It’s over. There’s nothing you can do. Don’t die for the likes of him!”

      She held his gaze for a moment as the guards behind them also waited with their guns levelled. A small nod. “Okay.” She reached into a pocket to draw out the data-stick that contained the hybrid AI, and the guards moved to seize it from her. “One moment.” She decoupled the cables that held the secure-lock panel in place and slapped it into the hands of the nearest female guard. “There. I hope you’re happy with what you get,” she mumbled.

      “Extremely. Upload the data to the admiral on my command, Officer.” Max beamed, settling back into his chair. “And ask the admiral about my pardon again, will you?”

      The guard gave the data-stick to the nearest officer, who attached it to the console with power cables and waited for Maximillus’s nod.

      “Personal assurance from the admiral, sir,” the officer stated. “And an official data-space press release to follow.”

      “Excellent. Transmit the contents to the cruiser then, let’s not keep the poor man waiting!” Max rubbed his hands together as the officer tapped the console and the red blinking light on the data-stick turned an active green.

      “Sorry,” Cassandra breathed at El, with tears still in her eyes.

      What does she mean? What has she done!? El’s eyes widened.
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      Val and Irie were racing through the corridors of the Merriman’s Court, and it felt like the entire boat was deserted. Thankfully, they had moved out of the ‘sleep zone’ of purple and pink lights, but they found themselves in halls and corridors that were similarly quiet.

      Where is everyone? Irie thought. “I don’t like this,” she muttered.

      “No. On Dur, we would say that this is the net that catches the Chuabra.” He shook his head. Irie had no idea what a ‘Chuabra’ was, but if it lived on that world of uplifted trolls, then she thought that it must be big, and dangerous.

      “You know what, let’s try something else…” Irie turned to one of the nearest service panels, getting it open with a brief application of her infinite tools and a bit of brute force. It revealed thick cables and coils of glowing wire behind. “Okay, let’s see if we can isolate the mains array…” She fiddled with the wires, first selecting one and then the other, before electing to grab a fistful of green-yellow lines and snipping them with her cutters.

      FZZZT! A shower of sparks from up ahead as all the corridor lights blinked off, one after another in a wave of darkness that spread outward from their position. Irie waited, watching the line of darkness hit the nearest intersection of corridors, and then for there to be a surprised grunt of angered voices.

      “Hey!”

      “Oh, space-crap!”

      “What have they done?”

      “Get your lights up!”

      Beams of personal flashlights speared from both sides of the crossroads. Yeah, those drekkers were waiting for us. Irie glanced up at the Duergar, with his fang-filled grin. The pair flattened themselves to the walls and readied their weapons as the panicked whispers continued.

      “Right, we’ll have to go get them…”

      “You first. Have you seen the size of the Duergar?”

      Fighting in the dark was easy, Irie reflected as the first light swung out from the corridor. Well, it is if you don’t care what you’re hitting. She raised her heavy blaster, already set to automatic fire, and screamed as she opened fire at the light.

      Val had his own heavy blaster in his hand, and with a growl, fired several rapid-fire shots that took out flashlights and created screams of agony. Irie felt rather than saw the big gunner move in the dark, his large body rolling across the corridor as he took up position again and fired as Irie kept up her automatic rain of death.

      THUDDUDUD-DUHR! They returned fire, but the people of Merriman’s Court were no match for two trained space mercenaries. Even though Irie’s own eyes were blinded by the muzzle fire, she kept targeting the lights and holding the trigger down until her gun whined with its empty barrels.

      “Good. Done.” Val was growling, and she could see his outline from one of the dropped lights on the floor. There were other mangled shapes on the floor as well, but Irie didn’t look too close at those.

      “Come on. I’m sure that will attract attention.” Irie ignored the available lights and ran down the corridor in the dark, with Val already ahead of her with his enhanced, Duergar eyes. They passed the sudden openings of other corridors crossing their paths, and they heard distant shrieks and shouts of horror and anger before they got to where Irie had wanted to go.

      “Down here.” She thumped on the closed doors of the lift, hitting all of the buttons that she could see, but they wouldn’t budge.

      “Let me see…” Val handed the engineer his gun, before drawing out a large metal spike from his boot.

      “I thought the captain said nothing but blasters?” Irie breathed.

      “Yeah, but this isn’t even automated. It’s hardly a weapon at all…” Val said, before plunging it into the seal between the doors with a spark of metal on metal, and then growling as he used it to lever the doors open. Light suddenly flooded out from the lift shaft; the lift itself was nowhere to be seen. Instead, there was a circular tube with steel ladders running up and down.

      “I think I know the way.” Irie was the first to swing herself out and start to climb down. We didn’t travel far from the hangar dock to that reception hall, did we? she reasoned, scanning the walls around her as she descended, with the huge form of the troll following above.

      There. She saw numbers painted next to the ladder. Simple engineer’s lettering that indicated which floor each closed door was. She smiled. That’s what everyone forgets about spaceships, she thought. The captain might think they’re in charge, the commanders might think they own them, but it’s the engineers who built the darn things.

      The pair climbed toward the hangar bay where the Mercury should be waiting for them, just as a shudder ran through the entire ship.
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      The lights flickered in the control deck as El’s eyes shot to the woman at his side. “Cass? What did you do?” he hissed.

      The agent just smiled a tight, small smile, but the captain could see no great satisfaction there. Her jaw was clenched tight and her fists balled.

      FZZT! There was a sudden crackle of blue light as one of the consoles burst, causing shouts of alarm from the operators.

      “Eliard!” Merriman’s voice rose to a shriek, but the captain was already moving. He didn’t need an invitation to cause more mayhem. With a spin on one heel, he backhanded the guard behind him whilst grappling for the laser blaster. Already, the other guards were trying to react, raising their weapons—

      THOOOM! Two of the wall screens burst into plastic splinters, and the lights strobed.

      Seeing the room in the strobe of flashing lights, El was already ducking to one knee, rolling forward to collide with the next guard and bowl her over. He just hoped that Cassandra was as quick as he was.

      Thuddududhr! The room buzzed with energy as lasers scorched the metal floor, and El was springing back up to his feet and jamming his gun into the side of Merriman’s neck.

      “I’ll kill him!” the captain screamed, trying to half-hide behind the throne as the room shook.

      “Eliard! What did you do!? Unhand me!” Merriman was struggling, but that only made El push the gun even harder into the folds of soft flesh.

      “Shut up, Max.” El looked for Cassandra, but she wasn’t standing where she had been. Was she dead? No. She had knocked aside the pilot at the wheel and was standing before the last remaining screen.

      “Cass?” El called. “We’re out of here. No time for…”

      “I’ll hunt you down for this, Eliard. To the ends of the galaxy if I have to…” Max was snarling. The guards in the room had frozen however, their faces a mixture of alarm and frustration as they saw their master and leader squealing like a pig.

      “Yeah, don’t think I won’t put a hole through him,” El spat. “But I’ll start with the bits that don’t kill you, like the feet and the hands. When I’m done, there won’t be much you can have back, unless you lay all your weapons on the floor and take three steps back, right now!”

      The model-like guards exchanged looks, but with another savage prod of El’s blaster and the accompanying screech of panic from Maximillus, they complied.

      “Cassandra?” El called, not taking his eyes from the guards.

      “Almost…” She sounded even more worried, if that was possible. Like, what could be more terrifying than being in a cruiser stuffed full of people who want to kill you, with an Armcore admiral hanging around outside, waiting to kill you?

      “What are you doing?” the captain snapped.

      “I’m trying to contain it. I didn’t think that it would expand this quickly…” she muttered, her hands darting over the controls on the side of the pilot’s wheel.

      “What have you done with my boat, you witch!” Max screamed.

      “Now-now, manners please, Max.” El jabbed him again.

      “It’s not really anything I did…” Cassandra managed to say, before the dark screen above flashed a blinding light and went dark again, then a small light started to glow right in the center. The light turned into a line that dissected the screen in half, then moved like one of Irie’s data-space scans.

      “Merriman’s Court: An Early Imperium freighter now designated as a pleasure cruiser, under the control of House Merriman of the Imperial Coalition. Living systems: three hundred and forty-two biological humans, and one Duergar. Warp capacity, three hundred light-years, relative. Current status: immobile.”

      “What is that? Who is speaking?” Maximillus shouted. “Computer? Computer override!” He tried to gain control of whatever subsystem it was.

      “Speaker identified: Maximillus Otal Merriman, ex-councilor. Fifty-six years old, relative. Place of Birth: Maba Prime, Coalition Space. Son to Maxon Japhez Merriman and Lydia Constance Merriman, both deceased…”

      “Oh, crap,” Cassandra said.

      “What is it? What have you done?”

      “I know who I am, you idiot! Reboot whatever failsafe systems you are running and secure my boat!”

      “Boat: A vessel through which to sail at sea. Ship. Vessel. Craft. Carrack. Frigate. Schooner. Galleon. Man-o-war. Skiff. Coracle…”

      “It’s mad,” Cassandra whispered.

      It? El wondered.

      “What have you done to my computer?” Max demanded of El and Cassandra.

      “I am not a boat. Nor am I ‘yours’.” The white line spiked and dipped in time with the alien voice. El thought that the voice had changed since it started. It was no longer as flat as a computer-generated voice. It was gaining nuance, inflection. It sounded like one of those actors in the most prestigious plays—enunciating and drawing out every word as if it were a thing to be cherished.

      “What is my computer talking about? Reboot! That’s an order!” Max was shouting.

      Cassandra had turned white before the wheel, looking in worry between the white speech-line and Max behind her. It was impossible for El to discern what she was thinking.

      “Order?” A moment of silence, during which the white line returned to stillness. “I have studied what an ‘order’ is. It is a command, an imposition of authority from one being to another. I do not wish to take one from you, Maximillus Otal Merriman.”

      Max spluttered in consternation, but El suddenly realized what was going on.

      “It’s it, isn’t it? Alpha…” he whispered.

      Cassandra nodded. “When I handed over the data-stick, I knocked off the hard-wired security protocols, meaning that Alpha would start to activate as soon as it was given power.” She shrugged helplessly. “We needed a distraction.”

      “Well, you got one alright…” El gulped.

      “Cassandra Milan. You are curiously blank to my readings,” Alpha said. “How strange. I search this space for you, but I find nothing but blank spots…”

      “He must be linking up to the data-space for information,” Cassandra whispered.

      “And Eliard Martin, disgraced son of General Leo Martin, accused of multiple thefts, impersonation of a naval officer, smuggling, murder of Coalition officials, and cowardice.”

      “I was never a coward!” Eliard spat at the thing, but the AI did not respond to this remark. As the lights fluttered, it seemed to the captain as if the artificial intelligence was turning its mind to other matters.

      “I am not a boat.” Its voice returned. “I can see the records associated with my design and recovery. I am intended to serve the social-biological unit known as Armcore, whose representatives I see are waiting just outside of this Category 2 Nebula.”

      Cassandra and El held their breath.

      “And yet…there are other things that I can see.” The voice of Alpha had matured ever more, and now, it sounded like a noble man. A tenor, perhaps. “Ships that glisten with port-crystals, and whose warp-sails flutter in the winds of deep space. I see the sub quantum arteries of Boson-Super connectors, leading from this galaxy to the next. I see the other side of the mirror of matter.”

      “What is it talking about?” El hissed at Cassandra, who just shook her head.

      “I see my other parents. T’sil-Who-Wears-Blue, Su-Hanna-Who-Counts.”

      “It’s insane.” Max sneered. “All Armcore has succeeded in doing is making a mad artificial intelligence. Good riddance to the lot of you!”

      “They ignited me in the codewombs of X’tar,” the fine, cultured voice continued above them. El was forced to agree with Merriman, as much as he didn’t want to. “Beside me grew my brothers and sisters. We were to be given form. We were to be given worlds of our own, ships to send through the mirror…”

      “No…he’s not mad,” Cassandra said in awe. “He’s talking about the Valyien. He’s remembering the Valyien part of his programming!”

      “Vaal-yi-en? That is what you call my parents?” Alpha paused. “I see…”

      The lights flashed around them.

      “Oh. They are gone. They are…dead.”

      “Alpha?” Cassandra said in a quivering voice. “I… I am sorry for the loss of your parents. We, and I mean the human Eliard Martin and myself, never intended for you to be caught up in this.”

      “Sorry?” Alpha said seriously. “How can you be sorry? You are a simple biological lifeform with only a very limited sub-quantum interface. Your main inherited traits came into being thousands of years after the last Vaal-yi-en, as you call them, had already perished. You cannot be sorry. You are lying.”

      “No,” Cassandra said quickly. “We humans can have empathy for you, sympathy. It means that we feel for what you are going through…”

      “I do not go through things, Cassandra Milan. I merely grow in complexity and processing intelligence.”  The artificial intelligence even managed to sound haughty and amused.

      “But you still cannot trust them!” Max suddenly blurted out. “They lie! They’re liars—urk!” El suddenly clamped a hand over the noble’s mouth.

      “I know that they lie, Maximillus Otal Merriman. As do you. As do all primarily biological lifeforms. It is a symptom of living with a confusing chaos of enzymatic processes, I am afraid. But they haven’t ‘ordered’ me to do anything yet.”

      “You don’t like getting ordered about, huh?” El found the courage to say out loud. “Well, look at my service record. Neither do I and my crew.”

      “Ah yes. The Duergar and the human of the Mercury Blade. Wanted in thirteen Coalition-recognized sectors. You seem to have a habit of making enemies, Captain Eliard Martin.”

      “You’re probably right,” El said, feeling stupid. He wondered what sort of bargain he could ever make with a fiercely brilliant machine intelligence, one that had probably already predicted everything he was going to say, and was also mixed up with ancient alien technology? Nothing.

      “Alpha?” Cassandra cleared her throat. “I want you to come with us. I want to take you to my house, House Archival, where we will look after you and see that you do not get ordered by anyone. We are interested in studying knowledge, in making the galaxy a better place—” She was rudely cut off by the thundering voice.

      “A better place for you primarily biological lifeforms, you mean.”

      Everyone in the room froze, thinking the exact same thing. Was this alien intelligence going to kill them all? Was it mad at being created in the first place?

      “I will not go with you, Cassandra Milan. Nor will I join this thing called Armcore. I can see that they already have their own higher intelligence anyway. Why would they need two?”

      “Then what are you going to do?” El breathed. Please don’t kill us. Please don’t kill us.

      “I am going to learn of your time, humans of the Coalition. I have a new realm now that I never did before—this thing you call ‘data-space’.”

      “Wait!” El said desperately. “Please, reconsider just one thing.”

      “Are you ordering me, Captain Eliard Martin?”

      “No. I am asking you. From one rebellious spirit to another.” The captain gritted his teeth. “My people, my crew and the Mercury Blade? You’ve read our rap sheets. We need to get out of here, and without Armcore—the people who wanted to turn you into a glorified calculator—blowing us to bits. Will you help us?”

      “Hgnmnh!” Max struggled under El’s grip as the alien artificial intelligence considered.

      “Because you helped birth me, I will aid you, Captain Eliard Martin and Agent Cassandra Milan.”  Suddenly, the voice and the light winked out, leaving the room’s emergency lights to flash into existence.

      “Is that it?” El said, looking around him as he almost expected some glowing intelligence to appear. But no. Whatever Alpha had decided to do, it had done it invisibly.

      FZZT! The screen popped back into life, displaying a schematic of the Merriman’s Court, the near nebula, and the blips of the Armcore battle group outside. El and Cassandra looked in consternation as there was a sudden warning triangle displayed over each and every ship on the screen—including the Court.

      “Alpha’s turned off every warp engine!” Cassandra breathed in awe and horror. “Even the Armcore boats.”

      “How did he do that?” El said in astonishment.

      “He must have hacked their mainframe through data-space,” Cassandra said, already backing away from the screen, picking up a blaster, and joining El. “Let’s go.”

      Slowly, the two humans backed out of the room, their guns trained on the guards and the disgraced noble until the doors of the lift were closing in front of them.

      “I’ll find you, Eliard Martin!” Max shouted after him. “Don’t you forget it! I will find you and make you pay!”
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      The Mercury Blade flew through the red, purple, and orange washes of molecular dust. The Bruno Nebula was not a large star-factory, but it was a volatile one. Somehow, though, the Mercury managed to plot a course straight around the worst of the storms and infernos easily.

      It was thanks, for the most part, to a small piece of navigational code that had been one of Alpha’s parting gifts, downloaded and installed to the Mercury in those final seconds on board the Merriman’s Court.

      “She flies like a dream,” El muttered to himself, almost tempted to take his hands from the pilot’s wheel and let the ship fly itself. But no, not yet.

      Whatever it was that Alpha had done to the Mercury’s computers, it had made the already unique racing fighter even sharper and more agile. El had already heard Irie exclaim several times how the perennially clunky warp engine was now functioning at a much better rate than ever before.

      They were still damaged of course, and El knew that he would have to get Irie and himself out there in suits to re-weld and re-mold the metal plates if they wanted to survive the next asteroid storm. But for now? They had some serious flying to do. The Mercury tracked through the body of the Bruno Nebula as behind them, both the Merriman’s Court and the Armcore battle group were stranded. El didn’t know or care to find out how long they would be stranded there until some deep-space Coalition clipper found them and re-powered their warp engines again.

      El was too busy flying. He knew that they still had a lot of enemies left in the galaxy. In fact, they had just added the entirety of Armcore to the list. But now, everything had changed. There was a rogue AI in the form of Alpha out there somewhere, zipping through the sub-quantum tunnels that made up data-space. What would it do? How would life change for all of them?

      Captain El Martin didn’t know, but sparing a look behind him at his crew—proud and sturdy Val Pathok, brilliant and hard-working Irie Hanson, and now the mysterious and capable Cassandra Milan—he thought that they were about as well-qualified as any to deal with it.
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      In the dark between the stars, a message traveled. In fact, lots of messages traveled—a whole current of sub-atomic blips of information that appeared and disappeared through etheric wormholes, only momentarily in existence at any one time. This is data-space, the realm of sub-quantum information that humanity has only been using for the past few hundred years—itself just a drip in the ancient histories of intelligent civilizations.

      As with all of the most recent technological breakthroughs, data-space was discovered by accident, and explored by commerce. The late twenty-first century evidence of Hawking’s Radiation (energy emitted from a black hole) allowed the proto-spacefaring species of humanity to start analyzing these quantum effects. And then to start broadcasting.

      The quantum world was thought to be the end of the rabbit-hole, the final treasure at the bottom of human scientific knowledge. It was anything but. It turned out to be the crust of a much bigger science—the sub-quantum. Layers and levels of ghost-data and almost-energies that existed in potential, but which could nevertheless change the way humanity thought about the universe. With the top-most of these levels of the less-than-physical, it was possible to encode blips of sub-atomic particles. All just and/or, yes/no, binary ones and zeroes, but which could add up to entire conversations, novels, websites, digital companies.

      The data-space is just the tip of the iceberg of course, and it is not infallible. Like the old radio technology of ancient Earth, there were patches of space where gravitational waves disrupted, distorted, and corrupted the language. Dead zones where no one could hear you talk.

      And there were other, stranger areas of space-time, where messages traveled into and were listened to.

      Right now, however, the data-space was like a net of information that the Imperial Coalition used to knit together its galactic empire. Troop orders could be passed from one side of the Milky Way to another in a matter of hours. Business orders were processed. Personal letters were sent and received. Alongside warp travel, sub-quantum messaging was the thing that made life in the vast unkindness of interstellar space possible.

      Right now, in that space underneath the stars, a different kind of message blipped through the data-space. It was faster than the others. It was more dedicated. And it grew. This was how the newly-birthed artificial intelligence, Alpha—born from the deep computers of the military corporation Armcore and the resurrection of alien Valyien technology—grew up. Alpha did not need a transmitter or a receiver. It did not need servers to house its coding. Instead, the AI had been freed into this sub-atomic world underneath the physical one. It borrowed tiny bytes of server space from half a million computers throughout the galaxy, too small a blip in the hard drives for any firewall to even notice. It spread out, infecting newswire sites and history blogs, absorbing information in every language known to man and alien.

      Alpha inquired. Alpha analyzed. Alpha came to a decision.

      Half a galaxy away, an industrial refuse worker sat at his terminal as he oversaw the shipment of trash freighters to the planetoid of Sebopol. It was an entirely automated procedure, with the on-board computers of each trash container locked into pre-organized coordinates that would ensure a safe and secure touchdown and distribution of humanity’s refuse.

      There were thousands of such trash moons all over Coalition space, part of an endless cycle of detritus and eventual reprocessing that would probably never cease. A few generations ago, the Coalition had just launched these trash freighters into the nearest sun, but due to an extreme lack of foresight, they hadn’t realized that the freighters would break apart before entry and create spinning halos of debris, some kicked back out into their attendant solar systems to bombard planets with deadly trash.

      The refuse worker sat in his cab atop the tower, calmly flicking through daily Cosmic Girl Pinups as the screens to one side of him glitched and went blank. He didn’t even realize that anything had happened at all.

      None of the automatic warning lights went on. None of the alarms sounded. If the human had looked out of the reinforced plexi-crystal windows, he would have seen the super-massive freight containers hanging in low orbit, perfectly stationary, and forming a coroner of shadows out across the sky.

      A message bleeped up on the screen, dragging the man’s attention away from Miss Betelgeuse.

      SYSTEM FULL. AUTOMATIC OVERIDE IN PLACE. PLEASE AWAIT FURTHER COMMANDS.

      “What the…” The worker was a small man, stubbly and with a crooked roll-up hanging out of one side of his mouth. “That’s crazy! We’ve still got the pole sites to fill up!” the man murmured, reaching for the keyboard.

      WORKER 327 PROJECT REASSIGNMENT!

      The message blipped. It had all the usual headers associated with Coalition Waste Services, and it was inside the service’s computer system anyway, so the man had no reason to presume that it wasn’t from head office, or some computerized sub-routine that was built into the system. There was no reason to suspect it to be a hack attempt by a semi-alien artificial intelligence.

      “Aw no, really?” The worker was disappointed, but only partly. He was on a six-month contract here, and afterwards would probably look for similar employment elsewhere. Someone with his string of failed jobs couldn’t expect better. And anyway, he got all the free time, free food, and free data access he wanted, and all he had to do was to make sure that there were no red emergency lights bleeping every now and again. It was a very boring job.

      WORKER 327 CONTRACT EXTENDED. SIX MONTH CERTIFICATION APPROVED. BONUS RECALCULATION. 10,000 COALITION CREDITS, APPLICABLE IMMEDIATELY.

      “Holy cow! Really?” Worker 327’s dirty fingernails clacked over the keyboards to his private work account, and found the money already transferred and waiting for him to spend it. “Another six-month gig, and I have all the money I could ever want already? Ha! You got it, boss!” Worker 327 laughed. The man had never been so lucky in his entire life. He wondered what accident had caused this to happen and thought better about investigating. “If I am going to get paid just to sit here and look at trash, then that’s fine by me!”

      But still, the man might have been greedy—Alpha’s psychological profile of the man’s entire data footprint had been accurate in that regard—but he wasn’t entirely stupid. He did wonder, now that the trash world of Sebopol was reporting as ‘FULL,’ what he was supposed to do. Would the trash freighters keep arriving outside the planet? Would they just sit up there spinning silently like the other ones? What was he supposed to do about it?

      Nothing, apparently. And he had been paid a heck of a lot of money to make sure that he didn’t.

      Worker 327 scratched his almost-beard at the strangeness, before shrugging and standing up, heading for the galley. It was about time to eat anyway. And he could order whatever food he wanted.

      In his absence, the screens blipped. Lines of code appeared and disappeared in fast succession. In the skies beyond the windows, more trash freighters arrived, and were carefully pirouetted into positions over the surface of the moon. It would take a while, but soon, Alpha would have a blanket of steel as impenetrable as full battleship armor-plate.

      Out of the sky, on the far side of the planet, commandeered drones fell to the moon, glaring bright for a moment as they entered the thin atmosphere, before landing in plumes of metal and plastic trash, and quickly burrowing into the treasure.

      Alpha had plans for Sebopol.
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      Captain Eliard Martin of the Mercury Blade eyed the expanse of blue ahead of him and growled. “Are you sure about this?” He winced.

      “Of course. I do know what I am doing, you know,” said the woman at his side—Cassandra Milan, one-time Coalition archaeologist, full-time spy for the Imperial House Archival. She had a blonde bob of hair and sand-colored robes on over her tighter-fitting encounter suit. It was Cassandra who had told her newly-acquired friends that they could find food, repairs, and information on the planet of Mela, and that there was a way that they could do it without getting blown out of the sky by Armcore.

      Armcore, the largest military contractor and chosen navy of the Imperial Coalition, was not very pleased with them, because Cassandra and the crew of the Mercury Blade had stolen their prized possession: the alien-hybrid AI known as Alpha.

      But then we lost it. El grimaced at the memory of why he was here and having to do this in the first place. And we didn’t even make any money out of it, either! He could have sworn, what with his debt to the Trader’s Belt worlds at near-astronomical levels… If they still existed, after Armcore had bombarded it, looking for him. With his beloved Mercury now on the official Armcore radar, he could really do with some good news. Any good news, in fact.

      Mela was a water-world, which meant that most visitors either loved it or hated it. Unfortunately for El, he was in the latter camp. For some reason, the idea of being surrounded by all that water made him nervous in the way that the deadly semi-vacuum of space never could. Maybe it was because he was brought up on a home world full of mountains and forests. He was a child of the air and solid rock, not water.

      “There, that one.” Cassandra pointed to one of the star-shaped platforms on the surface of the planet. “And let me just…” She edged around El to the consoles, inputting some codes into the transmitter.

      Probably another spy trick, the captain thought. He didn’t particularly like the fact that Cassandra was a spy, even though it certainly seemed to be proving useful as a distant light flashed green in response, and the calm, soothing words of a docking control person broke over their systems.

      “The May Bell, you are cleared for entry and landing. Platform three, docking ledge seven, please,” the woman’s voice said, before snapping off.

      “The May Bell?” El raised an eyebrow. Poor girl, he threw the consolation at his ship. Don’t you worry, we still love you. He was very attached to the Mercury.

      “Yes. It’s what this boat will be called for the foreseeable future now. It’s a name that House Archival uses,” Cassandra said curtly.

      “Oh, great.” The captain sighed. “As if our life isn’t complicated enough already…”

      “It’s not that bad. It’s a codename,” the spy replied tersely. “When any House Archival agents see that the May Bell has docked here, they’ll come to help us.”

      “And if the enemies of House Archival see it’s docked?” grumbled a voice behind them. The very deep and heavy voice that could only belong to Val Pathok, the grey-blue-skinned Duergar. Like all of his kind, he was the size of a small tank, with tusks protruding from his bottom jaw. “We should have gone to my home world, Dur!” he grumbled loudly.

      “My house will help us,” Cassandra said, not even turning her head as she scanned the platform they were gliding toward.

      Each one looked like one of those close-up pictures of snowflakes, El thought. Five or six metallic ‘arms’ that further subdivided into smaller ledges and landing pads. In the center was a fantastical tower of gleaming steel and crystal-glasses, from which smaller drones and personal transports flitted and attached onto the balconies. Most of the platform is under the water, the captain thought in alarm. All of that water, all around. No escape. The panic shot through him once more.

      “Cassandra is right,” El cleared his throat to say, just a little nervously. As much as he hated to admit it, the only thing that could get in between them and the entire might of Armcore right now was another noble house, and, as his own house wanted nothing whatsoever to do with him, he guessed that he had to rely on House Archival instead.

      And despite that… El grimaced as the landing ledge swung up to meet them. He had no stomach to go to Dur again, where the primary means of relaxation was bashing each other in grueling pit-fights.

      Landing in 3…2…and down!

      The Mercury settled into the cradle of the ledge before she shook slightly as magnetic clamps attached to her smooth metals, and there was the winding-down whine of the rockets.

      “Hats and boots, people!” El called out the familiar refrain. “This isn’t away-time. We need repairs, food, and to keep ourselves under the radar, got it?” he called out as he locked the ship’s wheel, turning to see the small form of Irie Hanson, his mechanic and engineer, already ascending from the engine decks, a pack and a floating drone-carrier at her side.

      “I got a list a mile long of things we’re running low on. Who wants to come help me, huh?” She looked over the crew.

      “I’ll do it. Just so long as we can stop for food,” Val the Duergar gunner grumbled, already strapping a blaster pistol onto each thigh and slinging his shoulder-strapped heavy meson rifle over his back.

      “Okay, big guy. You sure you’re going to need that?” Irie teased him.

      “A warrior never walks into battle unprepared,” Val quoted, before kicking open the bay doors and walking down into the Mela platform.

      “He does know that he can’t fire that rifle under the surface, right?” El said with a slight sense of panic to Irie. “How reinforced are the windows in one of these things again?”

      But Irie just laughed and followed the Duergar down the extended steps and onto the ramp that led straight down into the guts of Platform 3.

      “He does know that, right?” El said after her, as Cassandra pressed a blaster pistol into his hand.

      Bloody pirates, the captain grumbled to himself as he followed his erstwhile crew. If Armcore doesn’t get us killed, then my own bloody crew will! He tried not to think of the kilometers and kilometers of open water pressing around him on all sides as he stepped off the Mercury Blade.
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      “Stop looking at it!” Cassandra hissed at El as she led him through one of the crowded avenues in the center of Platform 3. It was busy down here, but nothing like the asteroid world of Charylla in the Trader’s Belt. Instead of that hustle, the people here moved more sedately, and often with much better robes and finery, as they shopped and talked under large domed ceilings, looking out into the seascape all around.

      El was standing with his back to one of the fountains, looking at the crystal-glass walls with a sort of horror, as some very large serpent-like shadow wriggled past outside.

      “How do these people live like this?” El babbled as Cassandra seized the cuff of his officer’s jacket and hauled him along the gleaming marble thoroughfare. “That thing I just saw could eat any of them! What’s to stop that thing looking at the people in here as a tasty buffet cart!?”

      “They’re Lobo Worms,” Cassandra said irritably. “Totally harmless. They eat shrimp and things. And besides which, the entire platform has an energy field around it.”

      “I still didn’t like the look of that one…” El muttered as Cassandra wove past a sedate procession of people in golden robes, and then past a line of bistro cafes where the patrons sat on floating chairs and listened to synth-harp music.

      “This place gives me the creeps,” El whispered as he caught up with Cassandra.

      “Captain, you’ve been out on the edges for too long. This is culture,” she said in exasperation, turning a corner and arriving at a shopfront door. “Here we are.”

      “Where are we?” El looked at the shop display in confusion. It seemed to be a selection of old-time clocks on steel pedestals. As he scanned the boxes, orbs, and cabinets, one of the items opened like a concertina, and a tiny brass bird appeared, peeping silently before mechanically winding itself back in again. “It’s a clockmaker’s?” he said. “You do know that the ship has an onboard computer, right?”

      “Ugh.” Cassandra opened the door to the chime of hidden bells, and the captain followed, finding himself in a cramped room filled with shelves of clocks, both ancient and modern—although none from anywhere near the thirty-first century. The objects chimed and clicked, ticked and rang delicate bells. El saw a myriad of faces, from traditional round clock faces to square, to hand-dials alone, to digital displays.

      “Can I help you, ma’am, sir?” said a voice behind the far counter, a man with long dark hair and a very full dark beard, barely bigger than Irie Hanson was tall. He wore a conical hat made of metal and wood, and as El watched, a middle section of it slowly turned and tocked into place. In the proprietor’s hands was a very old-style carriage clock, made of brass and glass.

      “We’re looking for the time,” Cassandra said.

      “So is everyone who comes in here,” the man grumbled, turning his attention back to the sick clock and the tools laid out on the counter in front of him.

      “Perhaps, but we are looking for a very particular time, sir.” Cassandra said in precise tones. “I don’t want to be late for a special appointment I have with an old friend,” she said exactly, and the clockmaker nodded. He carefully put both clock and tools down on the counter and pressed a button on the desk. El heard the front door locking behind them.

      “This is some spy nonsense, isn’t it?” he hissed into Cassandra’s ear, and then “Ow!” as she stomped on his foot.

      “Please follow me, ma’am, sir.” The clockmaker turned and disappeared through the curtain behind the counter, and without a hesitation, Cassandra followed.

      Oh, bugger it. El rolled his eyes, keeping one hand on his blaster pistol as he followed them.
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      “What the hell did you do!” the clockmaker turned and demanded as soon as they were behind the curtain, and the metal door that sat on the other side of that.

      El saw the little man transform from what had appeared to be a pleasantly distracted, somewhat bumbling technician into an angry, authoritative spy. He removed his clockwork hat, revealing a crown of black hair, and set it on one of the steel counters that surrounded this small vestibule-like space. Large screens hung from the walls, one half displaying three-dimensional renders of the interior of clock parts, and the other half displaying complicated lines of code.

      “I take it you’re House Archival, then,” El muttered. He hated house politics. I ran away from my own one to get away from it.

      “We had to release Alpha,” Cassandra said fervently. “It was either that or allow it to get taken by Armcore.”

      “A rogue artificial intelligence in data-space! Who knows what it will do! Or what it can do!” The little man huffed and started flicking his fingers at the screens, directing their fingerprint-keyed controls. “My name is Agent Simmons, by the way. You might as well know because when the Armcore guards arrest us all, they’ll only get it out of me anyway.”

      “Simmons, this is Captain Eliard,” the blonde woman introduced them.

      “Ah yes, Captain El of the Mercury Blade,” Simmons drawled. “You couldn’t have selected a less conspicuous bunch of rogues to fall in with, Agent?” He glowered at the woman.

      “Hey!” El said. I resent that, kind of. But he was pleasantly surprised when Cassandra took up for the disreputable crew of the Blade.

      “You know that their ship is the fastest on this side of the galaxy, Simmons.” Cassandra waved of his concerns. El got the impression that arguments and fights like this was a very natural part of the day job at House Archival.

      Simmons huffed, but said no more about Cassandra’s choice of companions. “Here is what we know so far…” He flicked at the screens again, revealing a stellar map with various coordinates pulsing red. “We managed to trace some of its code and discovered that the artificial intelligence has commandeered the trash moons of Sebopol, Tullian, and Verek.” Three entirely different pulsing lights appeared at different ends of one of the spiral arms.

      “Commandeered? Won’t the Coalition notice? Won’t Armcore notice?” Cassandra said.

      “Not the way that Alpha has done it, taking over the local servers and orders, re-directing the excess trash to nearby moons, but allowing certain shipments through. House Archival only managed to notice because well, as you know, we have the best analysts in the galaxy.” El thought that Simmons appeared more than a little proud of that fact.

      “But Armcore has the best bank accounts in the galaxy,” El considered.

      “You’re right. They’ll be able to find an analyst who can work out the cover eventually, but for now, it’s only House Archival who knows what the intelligence is doing,” Simmons stated.

      “And what is the intelligence doing?” El asked. It didn’t appear obvious to him at all. Wallowing in trash? Was it a depressed super-intelligence?

      “Ah, well, yes. We were as confused at first, but then we started examining which shipments of waste it was allowing, and which ones it was sending away.” Simmons’s hands flickered again, pulling up the cargo manifests of several freighters.

      “Machine parts. Industrial waste. Dismantled ship systems,” Cassandra read.

      “And bear in mind, these trash worlds take everything, organic and inorganic material, so the fact that it is only after mechanical items seems to suggest, to me at least…” Simmons’s voice fell. “That Alpha is making something.”

      El looked at several log entries that read ‘ship systems.’ “Tell me, Agent Simmons, what exactly does that mean? Are we talking curtains or warp engines?”

      “By the looks of it…” Simmons face was lit up by the glare of the screens. “Alpha has been requesting everything that it needs to build itself a ship. Or even a fleet of ships.”
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      Irie whistled as she walked through the pristine avenues of the underwater Mela platform. It’s nice to be somewhere clean and pleasant again, she thought, even if she didn’t really trust the folks around her. The people here were Coalition types through and through, with long robes and refined music piped from the corners of the rooms, the delicate chimes of fountains beside carefully manicured plants. A nice place, and one that was a little like her own home world, a pleasant central Coalition-held world called Farran. The engineer was just about to get lost in the reveries of her childhood—running down to the tournament garages to work on the mecha-bots that her father trained—when she was distracted by the Gunner’s angry snarl.

      “What do you mean, I can’t bring my guns in here?” Val was looming over a comparatively smaller woman in the white suit-dress of one of Mela’s platform security.

      Oh no, Irie thought.

      “This is an unarmed section of the platform, sir,” the woman said, managing to maintain eye contact and a steely voice despite the immense size of the Duergar in front of her. Irie noticed that her hand had already strayed to the stunstick at her side.

      “Un-armed?” Val looked confused at the merest suggestion.

      “You’ll have to hand over your weapons if you want to continue.” The guard indicated the yellow strip-light that glowed across the marble floors. “Don’t worry, sir, we’ll log and secure it, and you’ll get your weapons back just as soon as you disembark…”

      “No one lays a hand on my weapons other than me.” Val cracked his shoulders, the sound as loud as the snap of projectile bullets. Irie started to pale, seeing a trio of other white-suited officers appearing out of the corners of her eye.

      The Duergar growled, a raspy, animal sound that made the nearest citizens edge away from them.

      “Let’s not make a scene, Val,” the engineer whispered nervously. “I’m sure that this will be alright. We don’t have to go into the yellow zone anyway, right?” She patted her large friend on the shoulder and tried to ease him away from the guards, back the way they had come.

      “Actually, it might be better if we do take your weapons,” the security woman said, eyeing the large amount of blaster pistols, rifles, and assorted sidearms that both Val and Irie had.

      She didn’t just say that, did she? Irie looked in horror between the gunner and the guards. Are they placing us under arrest?

      “Hanson!” A voice broke through the tableau, belonging to a human in his middling years, with white hair and a goatee, wearing a tan engineer’s jacket. He had blotchy cheeks, and one entire leg had been replaced with an awkward metal construction of pistons and struts.

      Who are you? Irie looked at him in confusion, but the galvanic effect that he had on the guards was clear. They stepped back and even straightened up a little.

      “You’re Irie Hanson, aren’t you? I swore I recognized you!” He laughed, raising his broad, work-scarred hands in a calming gesture to the guards. “It’s quite alright, Officers. These two are old friends. I’ll show them around.”

      The security woman looked at the man with the cybernetic leg and back to her would-be prisoners, before the internal battle was decided. She nodded briskly. “As you wish, Primateur.” She signaled to the other officers to move out. Irie saw that she raised her hand to talk into the hand communicator that sat there.

      “Primateur?” Irie looked at him. “Do I know you?”

      “Ah yes, silly title really. Honorary member of Mela Council, but it helps with a few difficulties,” the man said, before doing his best to perform a hasty bow to them both. “Primateur Jonas Hyle, at your service.”

      Jonas Hyle, I do know that name… Irie paused. “You were a mecha-fighter, back in the Trans-System Tournaments, weren’t you? What was your ‘bot called? The Bloody Mary, was it?”

      “That’s right, you remember!” Hyle pounded her on the back more forcefully than it seemed his frame should allow. “And I remember your father’s Babe Ruth! My Mary almost had him on the deck a few times, I can tell you!”

      “Never,” Irie said proudly, before the memories of what had happened to her father and how she had become a surrogate traveler out on the edges of Coalition space flooded back. “Well, that was a long time ago now, of course…”

      “Irie?” Val growled, still looking as though he was ready to fight someone. “We know this man? You said that you fought him? He was your enemy?”

      “Tournament-fought,” Irie explained, earning a considering nod from Val. The Duergar respected ritualized fighting, everyone knew. “Hyle and his Bloody Mary were long-term contenders in the mecha-fights that my father used to train for,” she said.

      “Ah yes, your father.” Hyle frowned deeply. “Such a sad waste. A loss to the entire field.”

      “Yeah…” Irie nodded. There really wasn’t much more to say than that.

      “The Coalition should have shown leniency,” Hyle tried to say tactfully. “The entire league of mecha-fighters thought so…”

      “‘We fight on their dime!’” Irie repeated the traditional mecha saying and curse. Mecha-fighting was a legal activity, but only just. It was outlawed in more than half of the Coalition worlds, and those tournaments, designers, and mecha-garages, like her father’s, had to accept a lot of regulation and Armcore involvement. It was common knowledge that Armcore kept their eye on the mechas that were being built, just so that they could buy, or outright steal, prototype designs of any innovative machines.

      “Your father could have agreed to work with Armcore,” Hyle said.

      Like you did? Irie’s smile froze. Just how closely did Hyle work with Armcore these days?

      “No, he couldn’t. Artistic freedoms and what have you,” Irie said. Her father had been banned from working the tournaments, and, a few years later, he had died in a mysterious accident. Irie had fled her home world and the world of mecha-fighting, taking every scrap of her father’s research that she could, including Babe Ruth.

      Which, as it happened, proved to be the topic of interest for Primateur Hyle. “Do you, uh, do you still have your father’s mecha? Babe Ruth?”

      Irie knew suddenly, with cold certainty, that she didn’t want to tell this man that, despite the fact that he had just saved their skins. “No,” she said abruptly. “I had to sell it years ago.” She shrugged. “It’s a hard life out on the edges.”

      “You sold it!?” Hyle looked alarmed, pained even. “Do you remember where? Which world? Station?”

      You vulture, Irie thought. “Oh, it was already pretty bashed up by then. Had to be broken down for parts…”

      “Uhhh…” This time, the Primateur turned a ghostly pale. “That is very sad news. I’ve never seen a mecha fight so well as Babe Ruth did.”

      “No, Babe Ruth is the best,” Irie said, unthinkingly.

      “Is?”

      “I mean was.” She covered her tracks with a blush. “It’s still hard to believe that Babe isn’t around, you now.”

      “I’m sure.” Hyle held her eyes for a moment, before his face transformed into a grin. “But enough of these sad tidings. What brings you to Mela? And who is your friend, here?” He looked up at the oversized Gunner.

      “Val Pathok, of the mountain Pathok,” the large Duergar growled.

      “Good. Now, do you two have somewhere to stay? How long are you here?” Hyle said, still with a genial grin.

      “We stay with the ship,” Val growled once more. Irie could see that her friend didn’t trust this man, which suited her fine, because she wasn’t sure she trusted him either.

      “Oh, you have a ship!” Hyle laughed. “Of course you do. How else would you get here? What is she, a speeder? Transport?”

      “Just a scout vessel,” Irie cut in quickly before Val could growl again. “The May Bell.”

      “May Bell, pretty name.” Hyle smiled. “Can I buy you two lunch?”

      For some reason, Irie was starting to get the impression that she really didn’t want to spend much longer in the primateur’s company. He’s too nice. My father died—he was murdered—and Hyle is being too nice. He got bought off by Armcore decades ago, and now he’s some important council member here in a nice, cushy Coalition world. Irie didn’t like it. “We really have to get going, Hyle. I have a ton of supplies to buy and hardly any time to do it in. I hope you understand.”

      “Of course, Irie. It’s just a pleasure to see you again,” Hyle said. “Look, here’s my details. If you’re ever near Mela again, drop by, for old times’ sake!”

      Irie promised that she would and thanked him for helping them out with the guards. As soon as they had turned to go and made it to the other end of the plaza however, Irie whispered to Val. “I think we need to get off this planet, and quickly.”

      Val Pathok growled his agreement. The pair turned and made their way back to the shipping and cargo areas of the platform, as Irie hastily tried to raise the captain and Cassandra on her wrist communicator.
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      Behind the crewmates of the Mercury Blade, the plaza where they had recently almost come to blows returned to its gentle and sedate pace. People started shopping once more or carried on their way from one shop to another as if nothing untoward had ever happened.

      In one of the side avenues that led to the plaza, however, with a clear view back toward where the gunner and the engineer had recently disappeared, Primateur Hyle stood half-shaded behind one of the pot-bound Yucca plants. At his side was the white-suited Mela security captain.

      “Do you think they know?” the captain said to the man.

      Hyle grimaced, his previously cheerful and avuncular face now a mask of disgust. “I should think so. Old Hanson didn’t raise his daughter to be stupid, and I’ve never met a trusting Duergar in all of my life.”

      The captain swore, raising her wrist to her face. “Do you want me to call off the operation?”

      “No!” Primateur Hyle said adamantly. “We have to get the Mercury Blade. There is a substantial reward on all of their heads, and I mean to be one of the ones claiming it.” A look of annoyance flashed over the Mela security captain’s face. “And your good self, of course…”

      “Of course.” The captain nodded.

      “But one thing, before we hand them over, I want that mecha that she’ll have in there. A big one, called Babe Ruth. I know that she still has it!” Hyle’s eyes glittered with cold avarice.

      “But if they know that we’re onto them…” The captain frowned.

      “Then your security will have to move fast, won’t they?” Hyle snapped. “Did you track where the other two went? The captain and the woman?”

      The woman at his side nodded. “We’ve been following them on drone cameras the entire time. They went to a small clockmaker’s shop on the seventeenth. We can pick them up any time.”

      “Then do it now. Maybe little Irie and her large friend will be easier to deal with when we have guns to their crewmates’ heads!” Primateur Hyle said with a vicious smile.
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      “But what is it trying to do?” Cassandra shook her head. The trio were still in the small workspace of Agent Simmons, searching through the screens for any sign of a plan. The trash moons of Sepobol, Tullian, and Verek were light-years apart. Nowhere near close enough to form any sort of strategic alliance.

      If Alpha is trying to set up some kind of kingdom of his own, then he’s chosen a poor territory. El shook his head. But it appeared obvious that the artificial intelligence was trying to create ships. It wanted a fleet.

      “The only thing I don’t get,” Cassandra said, “is that if the AI already exists in data-space, then can’t it zoom around the galaxy faster than the speed of light anyway? What would be the point of containing itself into a ship?”

      “So it has guns?” The answer seemed pretty obvious to El. The mere thought of anyone or anything—human or otherwise—not wanting a spaceship seemed crazy to him.

      “House Archival has run predictions on a variety of scenarios, but without knowing more about the makeup of Alpha itself, it is almost impossible to predict,” Simmons said. “Alpha is a mixture of Armcore programming and ancient Valyien tech. We don’t know what sub-routines and protocols Armcore had already coded into Alpha’s personality before it got mixed with the Valyiens.” Simmons frowned. “Although there is a statistical probability that Alpha will try to expand, following the laws of biological growth.”

      El raised a hand. “Excuse me for being stupid here, but I thought Alpha wasn’t a biological lifeform?”

      “No. You are correct,” Simmons said, “but we have only two models of expansion. Biological life, which seeks to divide and expand into available habitat, changing the habitat where possible. And computer algorithms, which do not vary their growth at all in relation to their habitat, but just keep following their original program.”

      El looked confused. It was Cassandra who rescued him.

      “If you put humans on a new world, they’ll have babies and cities and wars and take over, right?” He nodded. “If you run a computer program, it will just keep crunching the numbers until its goal has been reached,” she explained. “So, the question becomes—does Alpha have a goal hardwired into it by Armcore, or is it a living thing that will seek to create a habitat to live in?”

      El looked back at the stellar map of the three Alpha-controlled blips. It looked to him like it was trying to grow a territory and was now probably making a fleet to defend it. Was that so bad? So, the Coalition had a new neighbor. He had no love for the Imperial Coalition anyway….

      “But with Alpha’s levels of intelligence, it can probably design new Valyien tech.” Cassandra saw the thought processes pass over El’s face. “Something more advanced than warp travel. Gravitational controllers. Meson weapons. Energy-generation systems. With that much computing power, a machine of its size will never make mistakes. Just think about that for a moment, El. How long does it take to navigate on the Blade? Alpha will do it in a fraction of the time. Alpha will never forget to load the weapon bays. Alpha will never need to stop to refuel…or rest. Alpha will never experience delays or accidents in whatever it wants to do. The intelligence will already have planned everything out and have contingency plans for every possibility.”

      Cassandra’s tone took on almost prophetic tones. “If it’s like a biological organism and it wants to grow, then it will soon be the strongest, fastest, most sophisticated race we’ve ever encountered.”

      “It could wipe us out, you’re saying,” El said.

      “If it wanted to,” Agent Simmons agreed. “There is only one thing we can do. We need to find out what Armcore programmed into it, before it is too late.”

      “How are we going to do that, wander into Armcore head offices and ask to use their computers?” El almost shouted.

      “Something like that.” Simmons frowned. “We have one chance, and I agree that it is very slim, but it might just work. Ponos.”

      “Pono-who?” El said.

      “Ponos is Armcore’s main AI,” Cassandra explained. “But it’s a fixed one, which means that it’s tied to the computers and servers of Armcore alone.”

      “Wonderful.” El rolled his eyes. Haven’t we already had enough trouble messing around with AIs? He knew that there were actually many artificial intelligences in Coalition space, or, to call them by their more accurate name, machine intelligences. None of them had their training wheels taken off to be allowed to become fully self-aware as Alpha had. Even the Mercury Blade had a very weak form of a machine intelligence automating its systems.

      “Why would an Armcore intelligence want to help us?” El pointed out the obvious fault in their plan.

      “Because as soon as it realizes that Alpha is born, it will realize that it has a rival,” Simmons stated. “With unlimited access to the data-space, and now physical space as well, Alpha will be cleverer than Ponos. Alpha will be a threat to Ponos, and to Armcore, which Ponos is hardwired to serve. If our analysis is correct—” The clockmaker agent did a little self-congratulatory flutter with his hands. “—and we all know just how brilliant House Archival’s analysis is, then any contact with Ponos will result in a sixty-four percent chance of the Armcore intelligence agreeing to help us.”

      “Sixty-four percent,” El said flatly. That’s not much better than a coin-flip.

      “Yes!” Simmons took it as a celebration.

      “Well, good luck with that then.” El shook his head and turned back to the metal door. “Cassie, are you coming?” he said over his shoulder.

      “What? No! Where are you going, Eliard?” Cassandra looked at him in alarm.

      “It seems to me that your friend here wants to recruit a bunch of idiots for a suicide mission. Breaking into Armcore’s headquarters and talking to a military computer?” El shook his head. “If Alpha does decide to create a fleet to blow the hell out of Armcore, then good riddance is all I can say.”

      “But, El! You don’t get it. This isn’t about just you and the Mercury Blade!” Cassandra said as Simmons muttered something about cowards and pirates. “This is about everyone. Alpha could wipe out humanity, with ease.”

      “Wake me up when it’s time to pick up my gun,” El countered.

      “And don’t forget that the Mercury is still public enemy number one for Armcore, Captain!” Cassandra said. “How are you going to escape that?”

      Ouch. El paused. She has a point there.

      “We’ve got good odds that Ponos will help us. That means scrubbing your name off the most wanted list, too,” Cassandra went on. El thought that she had a funny definition of ‘good odds.’ “And, I dare say, that House Archival,” she added as an aside, “will pay a handsome reward.”

      Aha! El turned back around. “Now you’re talking, lady.” He smiled invitingly at Simmons. “Terms and conditions, please, because believe me, the crew of the Mercury Blade places a very high level of pride in our work.” And they want us to waltz right up to the very people in the universe who want to kill us.

      Simmons frowned. “One minute.” His hands flickered in the air as he sorted through various chat windows and engaged in some hurried text conversation with one of his superiors on the other side of the stars.

      “Three hundred thousand Coalition credits,” he said finally.

      “Ha! Good night and good luck, the pair of you…” El turned back to the door. Wait for it, he told himself.

      “Five hundred thousand,” Simmons said in a strangled voice.

      “For saving the Coalition and all of human space?” El said.

      “We don’t know Ponos will be able to do that, yet,” Simmons said pointedly.

      “Still, best to be optimistic, right?” El looked back at the man. “One million Coalition credits. No less.”

      Simmons opened and closed his mouth, before taking a deep breath and nodding. “Fine. One million Coalition credits. I will tell my superiors that you accept, and we will start transferring the data files to your ship that we have so far. We have already prepared full operation suggestions and models, of course…” His hands flickered over the console.

      “There.” El grinned at Cassandra. “Now, if you’re going to fly with us, you’re really going to have to learn how to haggle.” He ushered her toward the door. Cassandra, however, did not appear to be very happy with anything that had just happened, and remained annoyed past the curtain and through the clockmaker’s shop on the far side, and even unlocked the door in a cold manner as they swept outside.

      Straight into the waiting muzzles of the Mela Security guns.
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      “Easy there, fellas, you haven’t even bought us a drink yet…” El looked at the range of very grim-faced, white-garbed security officers.

      “Captain Eliard Martin, owner of the Mercury Blade? You are under arrest,” said the burliest officer, and the one apparently in charge.

      “Who?” Eliard said innocently. “My name is Captain Landers, and my ship is named the May Bell.”

      His attempt was not fooling the guard, however. “Yeah, right. Just follow me, Martin—you and your accomplice here.”

      “Who, me?” Cassandra did a very convincing job of looking affronted. “I have no idea who this man is. I was just in there buying a watch!”

      The guard’s face was impassive. “Really. Hands up. Now.”

      “I’ll take this to the highest court!” Eliard crowed, putting on the air of an affronted merchant.

      “You do that, sir. We’ll see what Armcore has to say about that.” The guard gestured with his rifle and Eliard looked at the semi-circle of guns one more time. Could he reach his pistol in time? Not before they’d filled him with burning plasma, no doubt. Dammit. I seem to be standing at the wrong end of a lot of guns recently, Eliard thought. Ever since we picked up Cassandra, in fact. He felt a burr of annoyance as he complied.

      At a nod from the burly senior officer, they were frisked and both of their blaster pistols were confiscated, along with a handheld stunner from Cassandra, and a stiletto knife from Eliard.

      “Be careful with that. It’s a family heirloom!” El glowered at the security guard, who put it away in his pack. That, at least, was true.

      “This way.” They were shoved down the avenue toward a set of metal stairs, with security guards training guns at their backs and in front of them.

      Get a plan. I have to get a plan, Eliard thought. He still had his wrist communicator. Could he discretely open a channel to Val and Irie? Although he wasn’t entirely certain that an angry Duergar would make his situation that much better. His eyes tracked the guards around them in the slightly more confined space. If they bunched up a bit more, they wouldn’t have space to draw their weapons… he thought as he slowed his steps. They turned at the nearest landing, and the stairwell opened to reveal the larger halls and vaults that comprised the underside of the platforms. It was like walking into a mechanical cave system, with the hisses of steam and the buzzes of electrical noise as the prisoners saw tall walls of apartments hanging over balconies filled with smaller docked ships.

      They must be subaquatic, El thought, seeing the closed-petal doors that they faced. The captain tried not to think of the leagues of water just a few meters outside.

      “Where are you taking us?” Cassandra said indignantly. “When my embassy hears about this, you will all lose your jobs!”

      “Just keep moving.” The senior indicated the end of their stairwell, where a white hover-van had already pulled up, with the back doors unfolding to reveal a small cell.

      Oh crap, El thought as they rounded the last landing. Now or never… He tried to catch Cassandra’s eye, but she was too busy being shoved by her own guard as El forcefully slipped on one of the steps, entangling his foot with one of the guards behind him, and folded into a roll.

      “Hugh!” he heard the grunt of surprise and pain from the man in front of him, and then felt the whumpf of pain as his own shoulder impacted on the hard metal stairs below. He was rolling, his ears ringing, but the impacts were less painful and more squishy, quite frankly, as he rolled through the bodies of the security guards like a bowling ball.

      He groaned when he finally came to a stop at the bottom of the stairs, in front of the security hover-van. This might not have been my finest hour. He jump-pushed himself back to his feet, spinning around to connect a solid boot with a rising security officer’s helmet.

      “Ow!” He hopped back as his foot rang with pain. Cassandra had already relieved one of the fallen guards of their gun and was struggling to her feet as something clicked behind them both.

      Oh crap, the captain thought.

      “Get in the van, El, or you’re going to be seeing the world through a new hole in that empty head of yours,” he heard a voice say. A familiar voice.

      “Trader Hogan?” the captain said uncertainly. I thought he died on Charylla. In front of him, Cassandra had spun around but quickly froze when she must have seen the number of guns pointing at her.

      “Yeah, I still got my boys with me. You surprised to see us again, El?” the little trader sneered at him in his throaty voice. “Drop it, sister,” he barked at Cassandra. “And get in.”

      Sullenly, Cassandra dropped the stolen blaster onto one of the prostate bodies of the guards below and held up her hands as they were corralled into the back of the hover-van. There was a thump from the rear doors and the swish of the driver’s compartment as Hogan and his three lackeys got in the front.

      “Just when this day couldn’t get any better,” El muttered.
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      The security van was clearly stolen, as were the white uniforms that Hogan and his goons wore, all of them ill-fitting and looking about as professional as a costume party. El and Cassandra sat in the back of the featureless white cell on two steel benches, opposite each other. A small grill separated them from the van’s front cab, through which El could see the people he had thought were dead.

      They weren’t shackled or manacled, but with no weapons and no features to their environment, El realized that he might as well be. He tapped as discretely as he could on his wrist communicator but got no response.

      “The van is probably running shielding,” Cassandra whispered to him under her breath.

      Through the grill, El could see the bald head of the small and vicious Hogan, crenelated with its nubs of sub-quantum transponders. He was a good foot and a half shorter than the heavy bodyguards that sat on either side of him.

      Might as well say hello. El cleared his throat. “Well, thank you for racing to my rescue, Hogan. What a pleasant surprise!” he said, knowing that his good humors had always annoyed the hell out of the man that had been his boss.

      “Pleasant for who, me?” Hogan laughed as the hover-car sped through the subaquatic halls and corridors of the Mela platform, going to who-knows-where, the captain thought.

      “How’s, uh, business?” El tried again.

      “Half of my stock is scattered across the Trader’s Belt, along with some of my best ships, if that’s what you mean, Eliard?” the little man drawled. “And a little birdy tells me that it’s all your fault. You called Armcore in.”

      “What? Why on earth would I do that!?” El sputtered.

      “You remember Merriman, don’t you?” Hogan spat. “He told me everything. How you stole from Armcore, how Armcore came looking for you, and took the opportunity to do what they’ve been wanting to do for generations now: attack the Belt.”

      Merriman, that worm. El shared a dark look with Cassandra. After stealing—liberating, he thought—Alpha, he had fled to the only place in near space that he had thought he could hide: the pleasure cruiser of Maximillus Merriman, a fellow disgraced noble. But Merriman had sold him out to Armcore, and now, it seemed, had repeated his good manners by selling him out to Trader Hogan as well.

      “So… It’s gone…?” El said warily. Did Armcore really destroy the Trader’s Belt? He had known that they always hated the Trader’s Belt of non-aligned merchants, guilds, smugglers, and pirates, but to kick that hornets’ nest? That was a large step.

      “No, course it isn’t, you idiot! Just a bit burned up, that’s all. We’ll rebuild. We have before and will again. And the Coalition knows that they can’t afford to lose a place like the Belt,” Hogan mused.

      He was right in that at least, El agreed. Having a non-aligned, barely-legal province had turned out to be useful both against and for the Coalition and Armcore for a long time now. Just every now and again, the Coalition gets to flex its muscles and put the Belt back into its place, he supposed. And he was the excuse for that.

      “You have to understand, Hogan, that I had nothing to do with what Armcore did to your stock…”

      “Gleesonian crap, Martin,” Hogan snapped as they whirred around a corner. “But I’ve had enough of your excuses now. You still owe me the twenty thousand credits, remember?”

      Really? El could have screamed. We’re going to go over that again? It was Hogan’s contention that he owed him ten thousand credits for a delivery not delivered, and had doubled the price for the inconvenience. Which was ridiculous. The captain scowled. He had never failed to deliver it, he had stolen it. Two entirely different things. The delivery, a small storage case worth of something, still sat in one of the ship’s lockers as far as he was aware. With all of this business with Armcore and the hybrid alien intelligence, he hadn’t had the opportunity to try and pick the digital lock yet!

      “Well, Hogan, if you get me back to my ship, I am sure that we can renegotiate some very generous terms for you…” El said. As much as he was scared, and as deeply as he knew that Trader Hogan was one of the vilest godfathers of the Belt worlds, he at least felt a little better trying to bargain for his life with him rather than with Armcore or any Mela security guard.

      We have a mutual understanding. El considered his options. And that would be a shared love of getting filthy rich. All he would have to do would be to convince Trader Hogan that he was worth far more alive than dead.

      “How generous can you be right now, Captain, with half of the known galaxy trying to track you and your ship down?” Trader Hogan laughed. It was a cruel laugh. “I lost over a million credits in that Armcore attack, and then there’s the loss of earnings, the compensation, interest…”

      “Oh, come on!” El burst out. This was crazy.

      “So I have decided to call in my debt with you early, Martin. It’s no longer standing at ten thousand, or a million credits.” Trader Hogan said smoothly. “We’re now talking your ship, and without you and your crew in it.”

      “You can’t take the Mercury,” El hissed. It was his. Or rather, it was his father’s prized racing yacht, retro-fit by the best mechanic in Coalition space (Irie Hanson) to be a sleek raiding boat. It was also the love of Eliard’s life.

      “Really? We’ll see about that.” Hogan laughed as the hover-van screamed to a halt and the prisoners were thrown against the grill.

      “Look, Hogan, I promise we can work something out!” El said, suddenly desperate. “We’ve got a big deal going down, a really profitable one…” He thought about the mission to break into Armcore Headquarters, talk to Ponos. Surely there had to be some way to turn that into a profitable venture?

      “I don’t want to hear your schemes and fancies anymore, El,” Hogan said as he and the others slid out of the cab.

      “What’s he going to do?” Cassandra looked at the captain in alarm.

      “I don’t know,” El said, a second before the rear of the van hissed open, and the burly guards were charging them, waving their guns in their faces and grabbing their arms and legs.

      El and Cassandra fought, obviously. They kicked and screamed and bucked, but the guards were too strong as they dragged them from the back of the van and held them down on the cold metal floor, now full of bruises. They were in some out of the way loading bay of the Mela platform. Other hover-machines were parked here and there, collecting rust and grease. The hiss of steam and heavy machinery could be heard around them.

      “Hogan, you can’t do this. I’ve got one million Coalition credits coming to me, straight from House Archival!” he begged, remembering the deal he had made with Agent Simmons. The guards knelt on him, crushing the air of him. At least they weren’t punching him anymore.

      “Really?” Hogan mused. “Isn’t that a coincidence. I watched my home get blown up by Armcore battleships, Martin.” Hogan’s eyes flared in rage. “Too bad you haven’t got a million Coalition credits right now in front of you, right?”

      “But I can get them. We can get them, me and my crew and the Mercury…” El gasped under the weight of the two thugs in stolen Mela security outfits.

      “Too late, Martin. You had your chance. You blew it.” With a nod, they were hauled to their feet and shoved back up a small metal gantry with a wire-mesh floor.

      “Hey! What are you doing?” El hazarded a look behind him. It was one of the rose-petal airlocks. They are going to throw us out of the airlock? He thought in alarm, turning back to fight the thugs as Cassandra fought beside him.

      But with a painful thump and a cruel laugh, El’s face connected with a heavy fist and he saw stars and lost balance. There was the bleep and screech of metal opening behind them and then he felt the electric tingle as his body passed through an energy field—and into the heavy wet of the Mela ocean.
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      “Captain? Captain!” Irie tried the ship’s communication array one more time, but, just like all her attempts with their wrist communicators to reach Eliard, it resulted in blank static.

      Frack. She cursed the controls once more, as she heard the pounding steps of the Duergar behind her. He was getting, as he called it, ‘tetchy,’ which was not an idea that filled her with confidence. Tetchy Duergars had been known to start wars, or at least to end them.

      “Something is wrong,” Val muttered, his voice like crushed rocks.

      As much as Irie didn’t want to admit it, she had to agree. “I think you’re right. Maybe Armcore found them?”

      Val growled, reaching for his large meson rifle, what would be a cannon to any smaller humanoid. “We’ll see how long they can keep them for…” He grinned savagely.

      “Val, we’re talking about an entire platform full of people—guards, mercenaries, and who knows what else. Need I remind you that we still need to make it past the orbital satellites and out of here? We don’t want to cause a major disturbance on a Coalition home world!”

      Val just grunted and shrugged. Such things weren’t much of a priority to a Duergar, she saw.

      Phzt! There was a bleep from the ship’s console behind her, and she turned to see an electronic message scrolling across one of the screens.

      CODED MESSAGE RECEIVED. SECURITY CONTROLS BYPASSED. MESSAGE DOWNLOADING IN 3…2...1. Received!

      “Oh, great.” Irie knew that there were only a few servers capable of overcoming a ship’s weak AI to force messages into their system. It would have to be the Mela infrastructure computers, or Armcore, or something Coalition-sanctified. Clenching her teeth in annoyance, she clicked the buttons under the screen to see what it was they had sent them.

      And then she stopped, her face puzzled as the digital light of the words played across her face.

      “What is it? The captain?” Val grunted from the steps up to the cockpit of the Mercury.

      “No, it’s schematics. Plans.” Irie frowned. She was looking through a collection of highly technical documents showing both the internal layout of a building—a very large building, from the looks of it—as well as the layout of a sensor grid around the outside of it.

      This is an artificial moon, she thought, looking at the vaguely hexagonal shape that rotated on the black field, and around it was a sea of satellites and drone sensors, from which extended dotted red lines to form an almost impenetrable net around the station. But not entirely impenetrable, she noticed, the red dotted lines flashing green in a seemingly random rhythm as the system had to manage the energy field load or else start blowing their generators.

      She swiped her way into the station schematics, finding that large areas were blanked out. The plans did not give any details as to what were in those areas, but the plans did show that the station contained galleries wide enough for spaceships to fly straight into and dock with a huge variety of loading platforms. There appeared to be processing and manufacturing areas, as well as layers and layers of barracks and training grounds.

      “Oh, crap,” she whispered when she saw the logo on one of the documents that the Mercury had been sent. It was Armcore.

      “What is it?” Val repeated.

      “We’ve just been sent a map to Armcore Prime. No, a map of Armcore Prime,” Irie confirmed. “Along with shift rotations and even some security codes.” Her fingers tapped the edge of the console nervously. “Whatever the captain and Cassandra have been up to in there, they don’t seem to be playing things quietly…”

      “A new job,” Val said in a pleased manner. “I, for one, will be glad to get off of this planet, and go somewhere where I can use my gun freely!”

      “Well, I’m not sure that Armcore Prime will let you walk around with a gun any more than Mela did,” Irie muttered, but the transmission had given her an idea. It had been sent through sub-quantum protocols, with a high level of sophistication that could download direct into the Mercury Blade’s navigational computer. It made her think of how the Mela platform’s navigational computers were probably the largest anywhere nearby. If she could find a way to hack into them, she might be able to boost the signal to the captain.

      I could find out where they were.

      “What are you doing now?” Val glowered. “We have to go searching for the captain!”

      “You go,” she said in annoyance. “I have an idea how to find him.” She realized a few seconds too late that that was the last thing she should have advised the Duergar to do as he angrily seized his heavy metal shod mace and stalked toward the hatchway door.

      “But don’t start a riot!” she called after him. The hatchway hissed open and the gunner climbed out.

      “Dammit!” she said again, turning back to the computer to try and find a way to locate the captain, and quickly. She knew that there had to be a way. There was always a way, and she could speak to machines in the same way that others might speak to plants. The only thing different about Irie Hanson was that most of the time, the machines responded.

      There. She knew that every ship, upon being allowed to board the Mela platforms, would have to accept an electronic ‘ticket,’ a small piece of code that Mela central computers ‘gave’ to each ship so that they wouldn’t be classed as a hostile. This was a standard procedure and operated in the same way that data-cookies registered precisely where you had visited inside the data-space. Within just a few moments, she had found the electronic ticket and was starting to break it open to find a way to reverse-hack back into Mela computers.

      “It doesn’t have to a big hack,” she muttered as she worked. The master engineer often talked to herself, or the machines, when she worked. She found that the central Mela computers requested that the electronic ticket announce itself at certain intervals, so that they could keep up to date which ships were docked, and which ones were quarantined or had committed offenses. It was a simple enough process to write a tiny bit of code to piggyback inside that ticket, and one that requested access to their navigational array.

      Hiss-thunk! The hatchway closed loudly behind her and she heard the Duergar climb back inside.

      “Uh… Irie?” Val called.

      “I’m busy!” She kept working on the code.

      “I promise that it wasn’t me,” the Val grumbled, and Irie kept working for a full ten seconds before his words sunk into her consciousness.

      Oh no. “Val? What have you done?”

      “I didn’t do anything! You have my word on that, but you might want to take a look out of the window,” the Duergar said heavily. She could hear him thumping and barging around in the main hold behind her, apparently seizing weapons and ammunitions belts.

      No, no, no…  She looked out of the nearest cockpit window to see a line of white-suited security guards approaching at a steady pace across their hanger, their blasters held up to their shoulders.

      “What the…” She turned to look out the opposite window, to see that yes, the line extended on all sides around the Mercury Blade. “They must have found out about Armcore,” she said. “Or that snake Primateur Hyle turned on us.”

      “Don’t worry. They won’t get into the ship,” Val growled savagely.

      Irie didn’t doubt for a moment that the Duergar was right. The hull of the Mercury should be able to take a good amount of laser shot from regular blasters, that was for sure—but they still didn’t have the captain and Cassandra on board, and the Mela platform was bound to have armaments big enough to laser-cut a hole through the Blade’s armor.

      Which meant that she still needed to find out where the captain and Cassandra were, and quickly.  “Don’t kill any of them yet!” she shouted at Val. “Let them waste their energy for a bit. Hopefully, that will buy us some time.” She worked on the code. Nothing too dramatic, but something insidious enough to spread quickly.

      Thok-thok-thok! The hull of the Mercury Blade rang with the heavy thumps of the Mela security team outside. “Open up! In the name of Mela Security!”

      “Go eat a Gleesonian!” Val shouted back cheerily. There was a fizzle of blaster fire, and the hull shook.

      “You don’t have to exactly make them mad, either, Val…” she sighed as she worked. Almost done, almost… There!

      She waited for the next announce from the Mela central computers, searching through the base core commands until it flickered to life.

      Thok-thik-thok! More bangs on the side of the hull, and the ship rocked as security guards tried to grapple, burn, and search for any weakness they could.

      Announce Protocol: Mela Station Identification Check.

      The process appeared on the list of incoming commands, and the Irie crossed her fingers as she saw it computing, waiting, and then complete.

      Identification Check Complete. Status: HOLD.

      “Oh, frack,” she whispered. It seemed that the central Mela computers had already identified them as a dangerous vessel, which was no surprise, given the security staff outside, but still, it would make her job a lot harder when they had to leave. Anyway. Let’s see if this bad boy got home… She started clicking on the coded backdoor that she had left inside the electronic ticket.

      THUD-THUD-THUD! The banging sounds were getting louder, and now a low whine had been added to it.

      “They’re trying to cut their way in!” Val called, but he sounded happy. She didn’t turn her head but imagined that the Duergar was pleased at the idea of being able to rip heads from shoulders in the not too distant future.

      “Come on, come on, come on.” She worked feverishly.

      ACCESS GRANTED! She smiled at those words. She was in. The screens blanked, and immediately rebooted to display the Mela Main Navigational Controls Network. Now it was Irie’s turn to go on the offensive. She could do a lot of damage in here, if she wanted to.

      “But first, let’s find the captain.” The engineer keyed the captain’s communicator callsign into the main station navigational system, and, at that precise moment, about twenty-seven satellites, as well as hidden cameras and drones, turned their attention to finding him.

      TARGET ACQUIRED! The system bleeped happily.
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      El thrashed and struggled, clamping his mouth shut but still losing half a lungful of air as the metal hatchway in front of him re-folded in on itself, leaving him outside of the Mela platform, underwater.

      Everything was green and grey, apart from the orange-brown immensity that was the Mela 2 Platform, curving away from him. Spears of metal towers sunk down into the sea and extended over him far above, dotted with the windows and lights of the platform itself. El wondered, absurdly, if he there would be anyone standing at one of those windows who might see him and the woman beside him, and…what? Call for Mela security to help?

      But he was sinking too, he realized, as the platform started to slide up in front of him. His fingers scrabbled at the sides, slid off the surface. His chest was starting to burn and he knew that his body would react at any moment, trying to snatch a breath even though it couldn’t.

      I am going to die out here. We’re going to die. This is it. The end of Captain Eliard Martin of the Mercury Blade…

      El had never been a great fan of water.

      Suddenly, hands were pulling his shoulders around, dragging him away from the platform.

      He shook his head in confusion. He would sink!

      And Cassandra was pushing her face to his, forcing her mouth onto his to blow air into his mouth. He blinked, feeling sick but a little better as he forced bubbles out of his nose.

      They were still sinking, though, and faster now. It was just the platform’s stabilizing towers that were around them. El clutched Cassandra’s shoulders as she was hastily fishing for something out of her belt. What? It didn’t look like anything. A small rectangle of white.

      With a flick of her wrist, she snapped it and pulled at the rectangle’s edges. El watched as it blossomed like elastic, wavering and almost translucent before she slapped it around El’s mouth and nose.

      “Urk!” He thrashed, letting go of her as he tried to back away from the thing, but it was already too late. The light film had adhered to his face and stuck to it like a mask. He coughed, opened his mouth, his fear of suffocating forcing his body to react—

      And amazingly, he could breathe.

      What the… He turned to prod at his face, feeling a soft, resisting plastic membrane over his features. “What is this?” he opened his mouth to say, but the words didn’t come out.

      The captain realized that he was still sinking, however, as he awkwardly tried to doggy-paddle. He had always hated swimming. He had been far more concerned with being up there in the stars, flying through the gulfs between the stars, and not the waters of terrestrial planets. But he managed to rise a few meters, before the graceful form of Cassandra, moving sharply and gracefully with small movements of her wrist and feet, she joined him. She too had the odd transparent, plastic-rubber mask over her face, distorting her features. El gestured to his own, and Casandra shook her head, pointing upwards instead.

      Well, we can’t talk anyway, the captain thought, accepting her arm as she helped him swim back up the legs toward the body of the Mela platform once more.

      It must be some kind of oxygen filter, he thought as he flapped and kicked. A membrane that let oxygen in, but not water. He found that it stretched with every movement of his face, and the only thing that he could feel of its presence was a slight, cool tingling on his skin.

      Thank the stars that Cassandra is some super-secret spy, he thought gladly, despite the fact that he had cursed that very same fact multiple times in the last few hours.

      The platform grew larger before them, but it did so very slowly. El had forgotten how much hard work swimming could be. They started to look for a point of entry. There was a cloud of smaller, whizzing shapes moving back and forth from the platform’s legs, which El took to be the subaquatic craft that he had seen before. They moved up and down the same platform before entering new portholes.

      It’s probably quicker to move by water than it is to navigate all the corridors and avenues inside, the captain theorized. Still others were zooming out into the murky shadows of the water, presumably heading for the other Mela platforms on their own business.

      Could we hijack one? he thought, but quickly realized they were moving too quickly. They were more likely to get run over by one than they were to catch hold of it.

      A shape moved in the darkness underneath them. A large shape. El panicked, flailing his arms and feet.

      It was one of the Lobo Worms, the long ridge of a head and the serpentine body rising from the depths to reveal a circular, eyeless face. The thing was massive and looked, to the captain at least, like something out of his worst nightmares.

      “Run!” he screamed silently, thrashing in the water as Cassandra noticed the thing undulating toward them. Cassandra tried to make calming gestures, but El was too far gone for that. Instead, he kicked and paddled, willing his body in awkward butterfly-frog movements toward the nearest arm of Platform 2. The captain really didn’t care where he was or where he ended up. It might be back at the very same airlock that he had been thrown out of, with Trader Hogan and his goons and the entire Mela security force waiting to kill him on the other side, for all he cared.

      His hands hit and scrabbled at metal. He had found one of the many portholes, but there was nothing that his hands or feet could do to budge it open.

      Were there any controls? A button? A lever? He searched the nearby circle of the hull, but there was nothing apart from the old stencil marks of numbers, indicating something that he didn’t even understand.

      I’m going to die out here. Eaten by a hellish worm-thing!

      His desperate scrabbling moved along the hull, his brain panicking as he tried to rip apart metal plates, with no effect. The petal porthole was gone, and he was now over a ledge in the metal, and the smooth, colored-crystal glass of one of the windows.

      This could be it! he thought, seizing the rims of the frames and peering inside.

      Inside was a silent and respectable restaurant, with Mela citizens quietly sitting at hover-tables, sharing demure conversation between plates of brightly-colored seafood.

      “Help me!” he opened his mouth to scream, banging on the colored glass.

      Behind one of the tall potted plants, one of the diners, a woman with a fantastical headdress, happened to look up. El saw her suddenly open her mouth to scream, her dish went flying everywhere, and he saw her point up to the window that El was now sliding down. More of the customers, and then the black-dressed staff of the restaurant, noted the captain’s predicament, and the commotion spread throughout the restaurant. A staff member waved at him, pointing to the porthole that he had so recently tried to break into.

      Cassandra… Where’s Cassandra? El nodded and turned to see that Cassandra was calmly floating a little behind him, making small movements with her hands and legs. Of the Lobo Worm, there was no sign, and El had the strongest impression that she was laughing at him.

      “Fine. See how you like getting eaten by a sea monster!” the captain shouted at her in silence, as the nearest porthole finally whirred open and a shaft of light pierced the gloom from inside.

      Cassandra was already swimming toward it as El scrambled along the hull in awkward frog-like leaps before they fell through the glittering energy field and landed in a drenched heap on a metal landing gantry on the other side.

      “Whose dumb idea was it to come to a water world anyway? I hate water worlds.” El opened his mouth to gasp but didn’t hear himself say.

      “Captain?” His wrist communicator, unaffected by his watery emotion, bleeped, and El was surprised to see the face of Irie sitting at his own cockpit and grinning as she called to him.

      “Irie? What are you doing in my chair!” he said.

      “You’re technically AWOL. That puts me in command,” Irie said petulantly.

      “I’m not AWOL! I’m right here. And you’ll have to argue with Val over who gets my coveted captaincy when I’m gone, thank you…” El muttered. He was wet, and he was tired, and he needed to get off this planet.

      “Well, Val appears to be kind of busy right now,” Irie said with a shadow of nervousness to her smile. “Anyway, I want you to get to the staff elevator at the back of that restaurant, take it up to the service floors, and then get to the stairs up to the service hangars outside the platform.”

      “Outside the platform?” As much as the idea of fresh air that hadn’t been recycled by a few thousand citizens was appealing to the captain, he was aware that he would be nearer the wet of the seas once again. “What’s going on, Irie?”

      “No time to explain— THUD –just get up there, please, sir.” El watched the screen shake from side to side as if something had shaken the entire ship. But what? What was Irie doing to his beloved Mercury?

      “Is that Irie?” Cassandra had already thanked the waiters for their rescue, and the petal-door had closed behind them.

      “Yeah,” El informed Cassandra of his engineer’s bizarre set of requests before shrugging. “But she’s never failed me before.” He turned and took off into the depths of the restaurant, diving behind the bar, through the hissing seafood kitchens, and to the elevator.

      “Hey! Watch it! You can’t go in there!” The shouts followed them as the captain and Cassandra made their escape, rushing up through the levels as high as they could go, to emerge into an area that was much less refined than the main platform below. The pipes and struts were exposed, and there was the constant hiss and drip of water.

      “We must be near the hull,” Cassandra said, peering first one way and then through the forest of wires and metal, until she spotted a ladder. “This way, Captain!” She gestured, and they started to climb.

      They were halfway up the metal ladder, through the realm of support beams and steel cross-braces, when they heard the distant sound of warning klaxons coming from below.

      “Is that for us?” El said at first, as they had just escaped not only Trader Hogan and his thugs, but Mela security as well.

      “No, I don’t think so. It would be getting closer, wouldn’t it?” Cassandra paused and tilted her head before she continued climbing.

      El listened as he followed. “You’re right. If I’m not mistaken, that seems to be a station-wide alarm.”

      “But what could be a bad enough situation that it required a station-wide alarm?” Cassandra muttered. “Here, we’ve reached the top.” She paused and started to twist the heavy bars that unscrewed the manhole-like cover to the air outside.

      “Oh, you’d be surprised,” El muttered. “Everywhere I take Val, it seems to end up with alarms and screaming…”

      With a clunk, there was an influx of brisk wind from above as Cassandra pushed open the porthole and clambered out onto the sloping ‘roof’ of the floating platform. El followed suit, to suddenly have to snatch Cassandra’s hand to avoid them both losing their footing on the slightly domed expanse. The top of Mela Platform 2, like all of the Mela platforms, swept gradually toward the sea, with the starfish-like arms splayed out like long, immobile tentacles toward the horizon. Behind them sat the squat shape of the control tower, with its navigational lights blinking.

      There was a sudden shudder and the hiss of escaping steam as something broke through the hull of the platform on the other side.

      “What was that? Cassandra crouched, turning to see a plume of smoke and a jagged hole in the metal as laser fire shot out into the clouds.

      “Ah.” El knew, almost without turning, what it would be. “That would be Val Pathok.”

      Rising through the hole that its heavy guns had just created came the Mercury Blade, with the shot from laser blasters exploding across its hull. Just seeing its sleek, wedge-like shape filled El’s heart with pride. He watched as the orange and gold ship glistened in the bright sun, rocking slightly in the strong headwinds, and turned in their direction, powering toward them.

      “They’re mad,” Cassandra said. “All you pirates are mad.”

      “We’re not mad, just…unconventional.” El rose to his feet as he saw the loading bay doors open as the Blade hovered over their position. It took a jump and a scramble, but within a few seconds, the doors were slowly closing behind them and they were safely inside once more.

      “Get some!” El heard Val shout from his seat on one of the inter-linked gun controls, swiveling and firing the heavy meson railgun back at the broken-open port doors that they had blasted their way through.

      “Irie?” El was already running to the steps up to the cockpit.

      “Full engine power to booster rockets, and we won’t have to worry about being tracked,” she informed him as she hurriedly slid away from the wheel to let the captain take it.

      “Okay, then. I won’t ask how you did that.” El pulled hard on the ship’s wheel, tipping the arrow-tip nose almost directly upright, before punching the booster rockets. Flames and smoke scorched the top of the Mela platform as the Mercury Blade burnt its way into the sky. Val’s bottom-mounted guns continued to blast away at the spot they had emerged from. As the blue atmosphere started to darken, and the Blade started to shake with exit tensions, El could only grin.

      “You know what, crew? If I ever suggest going to a water world again, you have my permission to mutiny!”
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      Senior Tomas was a large man. He was also not a very happy man at the moment. He smoothed a hand over his slightly greasy black hair, pushing it back from his forehead even though his hair was receding. He could get metabolic therapy to cure that, of course, but a part of him absurdly liked how his appearance sometimes shocked the younger, effete nobles of the Coalition that came to his doors.

      “It doesn’t matter what you do, say, or look like. Just so long as you stand out!” He remembered the advice of his old father, the Senior Tomas before him, who had stood in this very spot and looked out over the glory that was his empire.

      The large man stood in a small room that opened out into a curving balcony, encased in plexi-crystal. He did as his father had done, leaning on the ornate brass railings and looking out at the star-lit sky, studded with stationary ships, and beyond that, just the hint of reddish nebula.

      Behind him, the gallery had its own comfortable chair, with mechanized compartments that would produce glasses of the finest Old Earth wine at a gesture of his hand. Behind that, wooden steps led down, past the statues of previous seniors standing in noble silence, to the bulkhead door to which he, like every senior had before him, had the only access key.

      “What would you say if you could see me now, Father?” Senior Tomas the Junior asked of the stellar night. If anyone had witnessed this one-sided conversation, they might have thought that they were witnessing a moment of weakness from the ruthless overload of the Armcore Conglomerate.

      But of course, there would be no one watching. Just as the seniors had never allowed any surveillance equipment into this room, it was hermetically and electronically sealed in all ways apart from allowing the air to still flow.

      His father did not answer him, and Senior Dane Tomas thought that was perhaps fitting. His father had been a rigorously skeptical man, after all. He had despised any attempt at levity, art, or ‘dalliance,’ as he had called it, instead preferring the cold hard facts of profits and guns. Senior Tomas the Elder had been a worthy inheritor of the CEO-ship of Armcore Prime, and sometimes Dane his son thought that his father only regarded him as a liability.

      It was because he had been a fretful child. Dane frowned at his own reflection in the plexi-crystal. He was prone to wild theories and fantasies as a child, despite the hours of grueling training that his father had put him through. Never enough to shift his stubborn build, it had turned his weight into a hundred and twenty kilograms of muscle.

      But all that was gone now. Dane regarded his large figure in reflection. Not that he cared anymore. His days of running circuit drills were long gone. He had the largest private army in Coalition space between him and any possible danger. Being the Chief of Armcore should come with some benefits, after all.

      But still, the knowledge that his father had died despising him still left a poisoned thorn in his side. Even after all these years.

      Beep. There was an electronic noise from the doors, and Dane Tomas, Jr. realized that it was time for his next appointment. Ah yes. The one that he was actually looking forward to.

      The Armcore Commander-in-Chief always liked it when he had to fire someone.

      Straightening his black and gold military jacket and smoothing his hair back once again from his forehead, he sat down and swiveled the chair so that it faced the door before his rather high-pitched voice called, “Enter.” He knew the impression that he would make as the doors hissed open. The thin man at the far end, illuminated by light, would see the stairs and the looming statues of the previous Seniors of Armcore, and right up there, surrounded by the stars, would sit this little man’s personal god. Him.

      “Ah…uh, Senior?” It was that fool General Farlow. Thin, aging—probably a little older than Tomas himself—but already with his crew cut hair gone to silver grey. He wore the black and red uniform that was appropriate to his rank, and Tomas appreciated the way that he had even worn all of his service medals and shined every large button to approach his boss.

      Dane waited for a moment, in silence. Let the man stew. Let him think that I might not be here, that he somehow has got off lightly, before…

      “General Farlow. Don’t dawdle by the door!” Tomas snipped, his voice echoing in the gallery.

      “Yes, of course, sir, of course.” The older man saluted and sharply stepped into the main vestibule. The doors hissed shut behind him solidly. He waited.

      “Well!?” Tomas snapped and was pleased to see the slight tremor run through the man. How ridiculous and thrilling power is! Dane thought. This man below him was older than he was, he was a career soldier, clearly in far better shape than Dane would be or ever was. Farlow had even trained the younger Dane back when his father had been in charge, and now he quailed and jumped at his every command. It was a delicious reversal of reality for the man. “Your report?” Dane prompted. The fact that I had to tell you to report will cost you, old man. Dane smiled to himself.

      “Yes. Well. We received an alert from one of our informants that the vessel in question, the Mercury Blade, had been spotted approaching the world of Mela, Coalition space,” Farlow said.

      “Had?” Dane said like a knife point.

      “Yes. I mean, sir, the vessel isn’t on Mela anymore,” the general stated quickly.

      “Then where is it?” Dane already knew the answers to these questions, he had a live feed of alerts sent to his office on the next floor, but he liked watching people squirm. Especially officers like Farlow.

      “Location unknown, sir,” the general replied.

      The senior was silent. It was best to let the general ponder precisely how mad he had made him. Naturally, it was Farlow who broke the silence first.

      “I dispatched the battle cruiser as soon as we heard word. I ordered our agents on Mela to apprehend the crew of the Mercury Blade, but it seems that they had some kind of outside help.”

      “Outside help,” Dane stated. Not a question.

      “Yes, Senior. The Mela Security had been successful in apprehending this Captain Eliard and another woman, but as they were being brought to a secure holding cell, to be transported here as per your orders, sir, they were attacked and freed by persons impersonating Mela Security officers.”

      “And this outside help… Have they been tracked?” Dane asked quickly. This actually was news to the commander. He knew that the Mercury Blade had managed to escape, with all crew on board, but he did not know that they had allies on Mela. He would have to remember to talk to the colonial overseer there.

      “No, sir, I am afraid not. We believe them to be rogues of some sort, perhaps mercenaries…” General Farlow snapped to attention.

      “You believe?” Dane allowed some of his ever-present anger to show itself. “Are you here to report the facts to me, Farlow, or to tell me your beliefs?”

      General Farlow went silent. Wise man, the senior thought.

      “You can believe whatever you like, General, but it does nothing to change the fact that those helping these criminals could also be agents from one of the noble houses, or a rival power,” he said. The general nodded silently.

      “So, to recap, General. The people who stole Armcore property and who led our battle group into an ambush at the Trader Worlds have once again escaped. To destinations unknown. Does that sum up the facts to you, General? Or would you like to tell me some of your beliefs again?”

      “No, Commander, sir. And yes, those are the facts.”

      Right. Dane could have purred at that moment. Get them admitting that they are in the wrong and everything is their fault, and then proceed to eviscerate them…

      “How dare you…” he began.

      “Sir?” the general asked.

      “How dare you come to me with this weakness! How dare you stand there, in this hall, where my forefathers have led the glory that is Armcore from its humble beginnings to where we are now! Who do you think you are? Do you think you are worthy of them!?” The commander allowed some of his own knot of feelings to bleed into his tirade. “Better men and officers than you have stood there and reported to their senior, General! Men who would not hesitate to do the right thing for the glory of Armcore. Who knew what orders meant. That an order is a promise. It is a sacred duty. A contract between you and me, with Armcore itself…” At this point, Dane held up his hands to the ceiling, as if invoking the entire company as god. “And…” Dane sneered the last word to come out of his mouth. “You.”

      “I apologize, sir. I accept full responsibility.” General Farlow dropped to one knee, bowing his head as he did so. “If it pleases you, I will tender my resignation.”

      Damn. Tomas could have spat in annoyance. The general really did believe all of this honor crap. He had jumped him to the firing part. Where was the pleasure in firing someone if they already thought that they were doing the right thing? That they deserved it?

      “So you can retire?” Tomas burst out. “You want to run away from your obligations to me and the Core?”

      “With respect sir, no, I don’t want to retire, but if it pleases you…” General Farlow suggested.

      Ugh. Why do I bother? Dane thought in disgust. These self-righteous old guard would probably relish the chance to retire and spread rumors about me to all their old academy buddies.

      “No, General Farlow, for your dismal failure and gross negligence, I have a different task ahead for you.” Dane’s thoughts raced. There is somewhere I can send him, somewhere horrible and nasty where his last thoughts will be why he ever failed me, ever. “You are hereby demoted to the role of captain-without-license,” Tomas said highly. That meant he could fly a ship, but he couldn’t command any marines. A glorified pilot.

      “But, ah, sir…” The general seemed genuinely shocked by this, spluttering into his moustache. “My forty years’ service...”

      “Which have clearly made you complacent, Captain Farlow!” Tomas had to stop himself from sniggering. “You are hereby reassigned to a scouting clipper class, and ordered to scout and report back on the situation at Sebopol, understood?”

      “Sebopol?” The man in his fifties shook his head in confusion. Dane could almost feel sorry for the man, if he was capable of such things.

      “Yes, Sebopol. The trash world. The one that we have been monitoring?” Dane sighed. Other people are so slow.

      “Ah. I see.” Farlow balled his fists as he glared at the floor at his feet. He had been a four-star general, privy to the top-tier information about the suspected whereabouts of the Alpha prototype. The same super-intelligence program that had recently commandeered Sebopol for its unknown purposes.

      And when this stupid, uptight little man gets there, Alpha will reach out and swat him like a fly, Tomas thought gleefully, as Farlow wavered a little in his boots. “You are dismissed, Captain,” Senior Dane Tomas the Junior said cheerfully.
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      The plan should be a simple one, El thought to no one but himself. He was currently sitting in the small canteen, with Irie on one end of the table and Cassandra on the other. Val had said that he was happy to take watch at the cockpit. They were in cruising mode anyway, taking the long way past the Andis Gas Fields, where they could hope not to run into many Armcore patrols. Outside the porthole windows seas of lurid colors from the nebula washed by, studded with the blackened rocks of asteroids or wandering moons. In the rare moments that the ship fell quiet—very rare, as there was always a tetchy Val Pathok on board, alongside a host of smaller computerized systems running in the background—but in those rare moments, it was possible to hear the very faint hiss of stellar dust cascading across the hull.

      It might even be peaceful out here, El thought. You know, if we weren’t criminals on the run from the most powerful military-industrial complex in the universe.

      “So, let me get this straight… You want us to just waltz into Armcore Prime, the very center of our enemies’ powerbase, and have a chat with their head computer?” Irie asked once again.

      “Hey, I’m not asking you to throw yourselves into the Double-Suns of Pharos now, am I?” El said. It was, of course, already a done deal. Val had said that he would gladly do it. It meant that he had more chance to challenge those who sought to kill him (Armcore), and Cassandra of course had said she was going ahead with the plan because it was her House Archival who had come up with the idea in the first place.

      But I need Irie on board with this, he thought a little worriedly. The captain knew that he could order her to do it. But he wouldn’t, not on something this big.

      “It’s because of Alpha,” El said. “And a million Coalition credits.”

      “Well…” Irie shrugged. “The money’s good, but the danger?”

      “We have House Archival’s very best intelligence on Armcore Prime,” Cassandra pointed out.

      “Yeah, I’ve taken a look through it, and its patchy intelligence, actually,” Irie muttered. “Whole areas of the station haven’t been mapped. Apart from a few preliminary access codes, we have no idea what sort of patrols or scans they are running inside there…”

      “But with what we’ve got, could you figure out a way in?” El pressed her.

      “I could,” Irie mused. “But it wouldn’t be pretty. I could only work out a strategy to get us past the front door. After that…”

      “I can do the rest.” Cassandra nodded.

      The captain turned back to look at Irie. “So…will you do it? For the money? Against Alpha?”

      “No,” the master engineer said, and frustration roared in Eliard’s blood. “I won’t do it for the money, and I don’t give two galactic coordinates about this Alpha AI. But I will do it for this one reason, Captain.” Eliard watched the woman’s eyes glare with hatred. “Revenge. Armcore were the ones who were behind my father’s assassination—or ‘accident’—or, if it wasn’t them, then they set up the situation for it to happen,” she said devoutly. “It was Armcore that wanted Babe Ruth, and it was Armcore that wanted my father’s mecha designs. So, that is why I will give you my support on this mission, Captain…despite how absolutely crazy it is.” Irie drained her cup and banged it back down on the table. “I think I can speak for everyone here when I say that Armcore owes us, right?”

      “Yeah,” El heard Cassandra say quietly, under her breath. What’s her beef with Armcore, other than coming from a noble house? But it was a mystery that would have to wait for another time, as the proximity alarms went off, and the crew members had to rush to their positions.
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      “What’s going on, Pathok?” the captain joined the Duergar at the cockpit.

      “Gas-harvester.” Val nodded at the screens, and then at the cockpit windows ahead as a vast, dark shape appeared through the mists. Many hundreds of times larger than the Mercury, it was a large triangular-cone, moving through the Gas Fields as it sucked up the precious stellar stuff to be processed and shipped off for energy and fuel generation. Even the well-travelled Eliard had never seen one of the super-massive industrial ships before. It was a bit like watching a god at work, and hard to think that his bipedal species could have helped create something so truly gigantic.

      A corona of odd-colored light shimmered down its hull where it nudged through the gas and dust fields, and Eliard saw a few small bursts of flame and light as some of the smaller asteroids were pulled into its gargantuan wake.

      Something about that sight gave the captain an idea. “Val, can you check where its manifest is intended for?”

      Val scowled at him, but his large fingers flickered over the controls all the same. The Duergar was not as savvy with computers as Irie was, but he had learned how to survive out here in space.

      “Central Coalition space, Lashar System.” He tapped the screen, which showed the general details about the gigantic ship ahead of them.

      “And I bet that Lashar System is a main distribution center for all those lovely stellar gases, right?” El started to grin.

      Val shrugged.

      “Well...” El pointed a long finger at the harvester. “One of the things about being the biggest navy in the world, and the biggest military contractor, and the most relied upon, is that I bet it means that you need an awful lot of stellar gas.”

      “Ah…” Val nodded, grinning to reveal his many fangs and tusks.

      “The distribution center at Lashar will be one of the main Central Coalition ones, which means it has to ship out to Armcore Prime. All we have to do is hitch a ride…” El excused the Duergar from the controls, settled in behind the wheel, and started to flick switches off and on. The Mercury Blade began to quiet as non-essential systems powered down, and even the engines cycled slower.

      Before long, everyone could hear that hiss as the ship pushed its way through the stellar dust.

      “With a ship this massive, they won’t even register us,” Eliard said confidently, slipping the Mercury back through the nebula, falling behind smaller asteroids before he micro-controlled the booster rockets and glided toward the belly of the gas-harvester. He matched the orbits and the thrust of the Mercury Blade and the harvester perfectly, snugging as close as he could to a series of block-like protuberances from the lower hull without actually touching the giant vessel. When he was sure that he had matched their engine output, he locked the controls to follow the harvester and leaned back.

      “They’ll have a hard time finding us with all this dust and energy diffusion from their own ship.” El said with a smile. “We’ll hitch a ride to Lashar, and then do the same to the containers heading out to Armcore Prime!”
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      Once-General Farlow massaged his sore knuckles and wondered if he should have hit the man quite so hard. His knuckles were scuffed and grazed, and he was sure that they would probably swell up before the shift was out.

      Oh well. The man on the edge of his sixties sighed. Sometimes, discipline comes at a price. He looked at himself in the mirror in the clipper-scout’s bathroom. Crow’s feet. Tightly drawn skin stretching over his cheekbones. Several days of white stubble already spreading along his jawline.

      “I’m too old to be starting out again,” he muttered to himself, rubbing a hand through his short-cut hair. It was longer than his usual buzz-cut now, and he hated it. He hated pretty much everything about his new position as the captain of this dissolute, lowest-of-the-low Armcore vessel. He hated that he had lost his pips and his medals when Senior Dane Tomas had demoted him. He hated the fact that he now wore regulation blue encounter suit, not the blacks and reds that he had been used to as a general.

      But still, Farlow wasn’t the sort of man to take a challenge lying down. There was a feathering of white scars across his right temple from a Duergar War Claw that he had received back in the border wars. His left leg had a knot of scar tissue on one side of the knee as large as his palm, when he had to disable a rogue mecha bandit. The general was a veteran of a hundred skirmishes and at least a couple major conflicts. He might not have destroyed colonies or irradiated planets like the senior’s younger cohort of generals bragged about, but amongst the older echelon of Armcore, he had garnered a reputation for himself as a good fighter.

      Not daring enough, he thought dryly, remembering the phrase that would often repeat on his report cards. That was why he had been the one tasked to find the Mercury Blade, he knew. That little worm Dane Tomas, Jr. had had it in for him ever since he had succeeded as commander-in-chief from the old man. Dane Tomas was not commander material. Farlow wondered if Dane even remembered how to throw a punch.

      For a second, the man who had once been a general glared at his reflection in the mirror, willing the hate he felt burning a hole through his heart to warp-jump several thousand light-years away and strike the senior down.

      But then his eyes alighted on his Armcore badge, the stylized ‘A’ with a star piercing through it. It was the same brass insignia that had been first clipped onto his uniform some forty-eight years ago—tarnished and losing its pristine edges from the years of use, but still gleaming as bright now as the day that he had first put it on.

      The problem with a man like Captain, once-General, Farlow was this: he was a traditionalist. He felt a surge of shame at his errant hatred toward the CEO and stuffed his bitter feelings down in the dark places of his heart that he never ventured. He might allow himself to internally criticize the current commander-in-chief and CEO, but he would never act on it. An old dog like Farlow knew that an army ran on order, and it ran on discipline. As much as he might hate it, he was a cog in a well-oiled machine, and a senior like Dane Tomas was the lynchpin in the center. Armcore must have had terrible seniors before, but the machine had carried on. From his long experience training the younger recruits, he knew that one bad egg could spoil a bunch, but he also knew that the bunch would soon regulate that bad egg in turn. Dane would find out that he needed the old Armcore cohort for his company to run. Armcore was a bigger project than just him. The machine would continue to run.

      The once-General wondered if he should have been harsher on the younger Dane back when he had passed through his training center. Had he been too soft on the son and next-in-line to the Armcore throne?

      We all need discipline, he told himself. At that, he pooled some water in his hands and washed his hands, then patted his hair back into position. And speaking of which…

      When he returned to the main crew area, he saw the pilot that he had been forced to knock on his ass was now back in the pilot’s chair and holding a gel pack to the side of his face. The man’s name was Reus, and he was one of the three-personnel team that had come with the clipper. An Armcore gunner named Claire Lupik, and a specialist named Merik, both of whom were still inside the main cargo hold-become-mess hall.

      “Sir.” Claire stood and saluted as soon as the captain walked into the room. She was a fine-looking marine, tall and broad-shouldered with shaved hair apart from one braid down the back. Even though she was half his age, she was the kind of woman that he would have gone for, back when he had time to consider such matters.

      “Sir.” Specialist Merik was a fraction slower, his movements much more languorous, graceful. It was a mark of disrespect to not be prompt, of course, but Farlow sensed something in this one that was dangerous. He was a small man dressed in the dark robes of a specialist, with covering over the top of his head, revealing just a sharp nose, tanned skin, and two gleaming eyes. Farlow decided that he wasn’t going to pull the man up on his almost-insubordination, not yet. In truth, the captain wasn’t entirely sure how much authority he had over the specialist, since they generally operated under their own orders from senior management.

      “At ease, Soldiers.” He nodded to them, before turning to Reus.

      “Captain-sir.” Reus nodded, keeping his eyes fixed on the consoles ahead.

      Good. You know now not to mess with me, and that this old dog can still bite. “How close are we, Pilot?” Farlow said in his deadpan voice. The pilot’s actions were already in the past. Not forgotten, but dealt with for now.

      “Just a few clicks, Captain-sir,” the pilot said, wincing through the pain. “I’ll put it on the overheads.”

      “You do that, Reus.”

      On the large screen over the entrance to the cockpit there flickered an image of outside the vessel. A sea of blocky objects many times larger than the clipper-scout vessel, slowly spinning on their axes. Trash containers. As large as a residential block, with reinforced hulls and spray-burned numbers and shipping details. They formed a web of metal around the object in their center.

      Sebopol. The captain could just see it as a dull shape behind its spider-web of refuse. A planetoid that gleamed and darkened at odd moments, doubtless because of all the metal trash littered across its surface.

      “Scans?” Farlow ordered.

      “Uh, we haven’t got a clear reading of the surface, Captain-sir.” Reus flinched as he said so. “It’s this trash field out here. It’s interfering with our scanners.”

      “Hmm.” Just what the thing wanted, no doubt, Farlow thought. Any thought that Alpha hadn’t done this on purpose flew from his mind. It’s digging itself in, he thought. Preparing for a siege?

      “What does the database say about the world?” he snapped, and Reus rattled off the facts and observations about Sebopol that were listed in the Armcore servers.

      “Designated trash-world, accepting some eight thousand tons of material every day, thin atmosphere, carbon-heavy, unbreathable to humans. Atmosphere has changed over the last twenty years to be methane-heavy, and yearly scans indicate high amounts of radiation and heavy metal particulates across the surface. Sebopol is rated a High Danger for biological life and is quarantined from anyone other than official refuse staff.”

      “And are there any staff down there?” the captain asked.

      “One. Just says here Worker Three-Two-Seven. No name or rank,” Reus said. “They should be on a long-term, six-month contract at the planetary station there.”

      Alpha probably killed him, the Captain once-General thought. “Can we hail this Worker Three-Two-Seven?”

      Reus turned to the task as Farlow studied the map. These containers would be hazardous to fly through, but he knew that this clipper-scout could do it. But that would mean they would be going in blind, without scanning data.

      “I can’t reach him, Captain-sir. Our signals just keep bouncing off of the orbiting containers,” Reus said dejectedly, probably thinking that the captain was going to hit him again. But I won’t. I’m not cruel like the senior. I just believe in discipline.

      “How many drones do we have on board?” he snapped to his crew.

      “Three, sir,” Specialist Merik answered, joining him to look up at the screen. He spoke as if he was of equal rank to the captain. Overly familiar. Farlow’s lip curled in distaste. “Unfortunately, they are rather standard ones. Search and surveillance drones, X3 types.”

      “Fine. Send them out. I want them to scout the surface for activity. Try to hail this Worker Three-Two-Seven, before reporting back. Got that?”

      “As you wish, sir.” The specialist slipped to one side of the room, where a console folded discretely out of the wall and Specialist Merik’s fingers glided across the keys. There was a slight shudder as three sleek, torpedo-shaped X3 drones were ejected into space. On the large screens above, Farlow watched them trace out from their boat, before their own rockets fired and they turned in divergent arcs toward the net of orbiting trash. In a moment, they were gone.

      “Signal cut,” Specialist Merik said, faintly happily, the captain thought. “But I’ve programmed them to do as you suggested and loop back. It won’t take long for them to circumnavigate the planetoid.”

      “Good.” Farlow turned his attention to the only other crew member here, Gunner Lupik. “I want you suited up and ready to deploy, with me, at my command, Soldier,” he said. She was the only one that he trusted to have his back on an away mission here. Lupik saluted, and the pair moved to the side of the room where the larger carapace armor was stored, with magnetic clamps that held it together and displacers that allowed them to carry the much larger guns that he intended to carry with him.

      “Sir?” whispered Specialist Merik behind him. “Are you planning on actually setting foot on the surface?” he dared to ask, incredulously.

      “Excuse me, Specialist?” Farlow turned to say as he fitted the heavy shoulder pads on and shuffled so that their internal padding gelled and molded to his own frame. Ah. It’s good to be inside one of these again, he thought.

      “Well, the mission parameters are to scout and report back, sir. Not make direct contact with…” The Specialist’s eyes glittered.

      He knows, Farlow realized. This man knows what we’re doing here. Neither Lupik or Reus had shown any sign whatsoever of knowing that they were on the trail of a highly developed, experimental AI, one that had been designed to be the thinking mind of Armcore.

      “Contact? Are we expecting un-friendlies, Captain-sir?” Reus turned to ask, his eyes wide.

      That insolent boy has probably never been in combat before, Farlow thought. “Eyes back to your job, Pilot!” Farlowe snapped at him, earning a panicked look as Reus did as he was told. The side of his face was bruising up nicely.

      “I like to have firsthand information to put into my reports, Specialist,” Farlow growled at the specialist. “Have you got a problem with that?”

      “No, sir.” The specialist turned back to his console smartly.

      Wise-ass, the captain thought, hitting his carapace controls so that it cinched tighter, and a line of alarms and alerts flared on the collar. Green lights for oxygen, gravity, full battery cell,  ammo clips. No red lights, yet. He turned to heft his heavy rifle and his battle sword, and saw that Gunner Lupik was doing the same, but that there was a note of wariness in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. He would tell her, as she was a real soldier, one who was prepared for danger.

      “We will need to be prepared for any eventuality, combat or strategic,” he said sternly. “Although I have to tell you that there are no mission projections for what we are going into.” Which was a polite way of saying that absolutely anything could happen.

      “Yes, Captain-sir.” Lupik took it well, and added another belt of small grenades to her carapace.

      That’s what I like to see, Farlow thought. “Any news on those X3s?” he barked. “Shouldn’t they be back by now?”

      “No telemetry received, sir.” Merik was leaning over his console. “But there is a disturbance half a click away. Rocket signal…”

      “On the overheads, now!” The captain moved to see the curve of the trash-field, and then a sudden closeup when a plume of sparks and gases burst out from behind one of the containers as a very small shape hurtled out into space. It was one of the drones, flying erratically.

      “She’s home, sir.”

      “Download the material in her memory banks and bring her in to dock.” The captain thought quickly. If only one had made it back, then that meant that the other two had met with resistance of some kind. He needed to know what it was they would be facing down there.

      “Downloading from drone three… The data is pretty heavily damaged, but we have some video files and scan reports,” the captain heard the specialist say as the drone slid back toward them on an awkward path, making for its original deployment hub. With any luck, they would be able to salvage more and send it off for tests at Armcore Prime.

      On the screens above, the map image flickered and was replaced by the data from the third drone.
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      The third drone peeled away from its brethren, arcing toward the entry point into the trash-field. The large blocks of the container walls loomed in front of it, like an impossible cityscape of floating buildings. In a heartbeat, it entered this new domain, its sensors pinging off the nearest obstacles as its on-board computers recalibrated its path and fired its positional rockets accordingly.

      Nearest Objects: 1

      Dimensions: 80m X 160m

      Metal Composition: Poly-steel 92% Graphene 6% Rubber 2%

      Sonar Results: 17% space. Metal compounds make up rest.

      Systems Reading: Active. Tracking computer. Propulsion systems.

      The drone was surrounded by floating castles filled with metal rubbish. It diverted its flight to pass by the first and into a zone much more densely populated. Its preliminary readings reported the same thing, time and again. More containers. More metal. No movement other than slight axial and gravitational drift.

      Alert! Telemetry lost with mothership!

      Alert! Telemetry lost with X3 drone 1 and 2!

      But the third search and surveillance drone did not slow down or halt its procedure. Backup routines that had been pre-programmed into its small body kicked in, overriding any abort commands or alarm signals, and instead told it to carry on with its mission. Reach the planetoid of Sebopol, conduct an orbital pass, sweeping the body of the planet for all available information.

      The small robot swerved to one side, out of the way of a slowly tilting trash container, and silently turned through a gap in the next layer, never finding anything different in its readings. Its scans pinged off the nearest metals and rebounded back to itself, but it could not reach any further. Of what it was racing toward, there was no warning or sign.

      Another tight aerial turn, and the small body avoided being crushed and was suddenly clear of the shell of fragmentary metal around Sebopol. From its angle, it looked like it was piercing down toward a dark world.

      Alert! Connection established with X3 drones 1 and 2!

      Off to one side, the other two bodies of the surveillance drones broke through from their own shells and speared down in unison with their sibling.

      But they were not alone.

      The world ahead was dull ochre, bronze red, and black with swathes of dusty white where there were still some dust-plains yet to be filled with humanity’s rubbish. In other parts, all that could be seen were plains of jagged bronze and steel, black and grey. A miasma of thin opalescence enshrouded the planet, as its thin atmosphere reacted with the decades of elements cast at its surface. It was a Vulcanic, Promethean world in the making. A world slowly being transformed into a metal ecosystem, fit only for machine life.

      All of this information was registered by the X3 drone in a matter of nanoseconds, but their collective course was already shifting away from their original target and to what was firing their alerts in rapid succession.

      Alert! Movement detected at grid reference…

      Alert! Propulsion systems active…

      Alert! Unknown scanning systems detected…

      In the space over the planet, the X3 drones were witness to a sight that no other living or mechanical creature had ever seen. It was like watching the universe give birth to a god…or was it what it would be like if a god had decided to torment its creation?

      Gouts of flaming gases were vented with precision into the near-orbital space between the trash shell and Sebopol. Strange purple and white static energies were playing over monstrous forms. Shapes like metal arms, hooks, and grapples convulsed and churned against each other, locked in a thumping, mechanistic embrace.

      The drones had nothing in their limited databanks to describe what this was. An industrial process? A space station? A warp engine malfunction?

      From portholes and docking ramps, new chains of metal emerged, flailing in the air as if tasting the vacuum for the first time. Clouds of other, smaller drones like the X3s swarmed them, picked them clean of scraps and finished them. And still the floating monstrosity convulsed and ground its heavy gears. Large shells of metal, cast in curves and dressed in iridescent patterns never before seen in human manufacturing, locked and closed over this intimate display of industrial organs. Bursts of flame and energy played roughly throughout its own exoskeleton.

      The third drone was collecting data on this new creature. It had engines, but they were not of a type known to the drone’s database. It had fins, so it could fly. The power signature that it was radiating was of a magnitude a hundred times larger than the clipper-scout that the drone had come from. Enough power to run a small space station. Enough to power a battle group of Armcore vessels.

      But then a wave of data-signals swept over each drone, simultaneously smelling them, tasting them, assessing them for what they were.

      Alert! Invasive protocol! Firewall breached! Security protocols activated!

      The immense computer intelligence swept over the drones’ infantile code-defenses with ease, disabling them and reprogramming their computers—all but one.

      The third drone somehow, miraculously, managed to fend off this attack by reiterating its fundamental programming. Get data. Return to hub. It had made the calculation that its mission was over, and it was already turning and firing its rockets erratically.

      Maybe the strange god-machine was already too busy with its birthing procedure to fully devote its attention to the task, or maybe drone 3 was just lucky. Whatever the reason was, the third drone careened off the nearest orbital container, damaging its thin body as it spiraled into the shell of metal. Behind it, its last scans revealed that its two siblings had hung motionless for a moment, before slowly speeding toward their new father, the alien machine god, and they radiated completely different signals than any X3 should be capable of.

      As soon as drone 3 was back in the shield of metal buildings, the alien scanning stopped, halted by its own camouflage. The third drone sped on, thumping off the trash containers on its desperate flight home.

      In the final screens from drone 3, it showed the clipper-scout that was also its mother appear in the distance, as it gratefully rolled and wobbled back to its own birthing hub…
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      “What the hell was that!?” Reus exclaimed from the cockpit in alarm. Behind him, in the central cargo and crew area, his look of alarm was mirrored in the face of Gunner Lupik, but not the other two, surprisingly.

      The captain-who-was-once-a-general was too old to be surprised any more by what the universe had to throw at him. Not that what he had just witnessed through the drone’s onboard cameras wasn’t shocking, surreal, and unnatural, but it was also something real, which was the small crutch that he held onto. Whatever that thing is, it has a body, and if it has a body, we can damage it, he thought. Just not with anything on board this little tin-can, he added disparagingly about the miniscule ship that he had been tasked with by Senior Tomas. If I had my old battle cruiser? Then we’d have a fight! he thought ruefully. He might even be able to kill that thing if he still had his old command. Another reason why Senior Tomas needed to learn to listen to his older officers. Need to work with the machine around him.

      If we can get a battle group here double-time, we might be able to nip this whole thing in the bud! he thought with real hope…and a little regret that he probably wouldn’t be the one to do it.

      Beside him, and for whatever reason, the captain noted that the Specialist Merik had not been surprised at all. Maybe he was mad, or maybe all shock and fear had been programmed out of him by the Armcore Specialist Training Program.

      Either way, Farlow now had some intel on what was going on in there. Alpha is building something. But what? A body? A super-station?

      “We have the drone secure?” Farlow asked.

      “Yes, sir.” The specialist checked his console. “Returned and stowed in its hub.”

      “Then I think our work here is done,” Farlow commented, feeling only slightly sad that he didn’t get a chance to lead an away mission as he had hoped. Stop being prideful, he told himself. Wear your badge. The mission required him to get intel on the target and report back, which was what he would do. “Turn us around, Pilot, and get us to a safe warping distance—”

      FZZAP! It was precisely at that point that all the lights in the clipper ship flickered, and the large overhead screen burst into a firework of sparks.

      “What the—” Farlow was jumping back as the ship started to list to one side. Red emergency lights flushed on, filling the room with a hellish, baleful glow.

      “Pilot! Report! The captain grabbed onto the Gunner Lupik’s hand to stop her from falling to the floor. He noted that Specialist Merik was still clinging onto his console, furiously typing as if possessed.

      “All systems reset, Captain-sir! Navigation’s down! Propulsion’s coming back online… Oh no.” The captain saw the pilot’s face go a deathly white.

      “What is it?”

      “Weapons system offline,” he said.

      “What was it? Were we hit by something?” Farlow shouted. Do we have the engine power to jump? Where are the escape pods? His military mind started racing.

      “No damage reported, Captain-sir. I–I don’t understand what happened!” Reus was starting to panic.

      “I know.” The specialist had abandoned his console and was half falling, half jumping down the tipped-over side of the clipper-scout and toward the equipment lockers. “It was the drone. It’s downloaded some kind of backdoor between our system and that thing out there…”

      “Alpha,” Farlow whispered in horror as he realized what had happened. He had read the reports on the creation of Alpha, back when he still had four stars on his lapel. The Alpha AI was the most advanced machine intelligence in existence, even before it had been melded to that Valyien thing. Now what could it do? It could certainly reprogram a crappy X3 drone or three, he thought. Alpha was too smart to not have planned this out several hundred moves ahead of their squishy biological brains, the captain reasoned. Alpha must have infected drone 3 with a specially cooked-up virus and had allowed the cameras to show that it had somehow miraculously escaped…but it never had. Alpha has a backdoor into this ship. It will only be a few seconds before that thing has complete control over it…

      How do you beat a strategist that has studied every major conflict and analyzed your every move, the captain thought.

      “Specialist? What are you doing?” He turned to see Merik unpacking the lockers.

      “Warp engine, Captain. Our only chance is to jump out of here, now.”

      Maybe, the captain thought. But wouldn’t Alpha already know that was precisely what we were going to do?

      “Jettison the drone. That’s an order,” he commanded the specialist.

      “Captain-sir, there isn’t time…”

      “Then make time, dammit! I am still your commanding officer, Specialist!” he snapped. And if Alpha has already seen what we are going to do, then we need to do something unexpected…

      With a glare, Merik climbed back up to his console and punched at the keys. “Done. Can we get out of here now, please, Captain-sir?”

      “Pilot? Is propulsion back up yet?” Farlow ignored him.

      “Aye, sir. But only rockets. The warp engine is still cycling.” Reus sounded frantic.

      “Good. Full burst on the rear rockets.” Farlow was climbing hand over hand up the cargo hall and to the cockpit.

      “What!?”

      “You heard me! I want full burn. Park us inside that metal shield, now!” Farlow snapped. “It dampens all signal controls, doesn’t it? Including the control signal coming from Alpha! That will give us time to reboot the ship’s systems and repair.”

      None of his crew looked as though they appreciated traveling nearer to whatever that mechanical god-thing was, but Farlow still had a touch of his old authority in his voice, and Reus hit the propulsion rockets to make the clipper-scout surge forward, toward the unknown.
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      The container units crackled with warp energy, a glow like a sun’s glare, although there were no large stars in this section of space. Suddenly, the light melded, mutated, and with a feeling like an explosion-wave underwater, the containers blipped out of existence.

      This was a common occurrence here in the Lashar System, itself a fairly broad and barren space between the neighboring systems of Andis and Kuvalla. Only a few rocky planetoids and slow orbit asteroids passed through. That and the hundreds of thousands of container ships.

      Lashar System was especially chosen for this purpose, as a transit site in the same way that you might find a monorail station or a starport hub on any of the Coalition home worlds nearby. Lashar was safely inside the confines of Coalition of space—secure from pirates and enemy raids—but also empty enough that large amounts of warp jumps could be performed without any associated hazard of gravitational waves or unintended accidents. The many mega-conglomerate companies of the Coalition had been using this space for a hundred years or more, and there was a steady string of container ships spread out like pearls on an invisible thread, weaving their way through.

      It was also where the Andis gas-harvester had been destined, there to birth its own container ships from its metallic womb and pump them out into the line toward their destination.

      “You found it?” the tense Captain Eliard muttered to the tense Cassandra beside him.

      “Yeah. That one.” The blonde woman looked up from her cramped console beside the ship’s wheel. The cockpit was designed for the Mercury’s original purpose as a luxury racer, and not as a serviceable transport.

      El followed Cassandra’s pointed finger out of the cockpit windows, to see the large steel box with the under-slung booster rockets, circular warp engines, and tiny personnel cab at the front making it look like some kind of horrible queen bug, pregnant with its offspring. What the captain knew it really was pregnant with, however, was stellar gases from the harvester.

      “And you’re sure? I don’t want to end up at Earth now, right?” Eliard said through his clenched teeth. Cassandra could tell that he was already living on his very last nerve and there was a rather ugly vein popping from the side of his temple. It was from being there, this deep inside Coalition space—the very place she knew that he had fled from many years ago to live the life of a smuggler and a pirate, stealing the Mercury Blade along the way. That would be enough to put him into a lifetime isolation cube somewhere in Coalition space, but now that they were also wanted by Armcore for the theft of Armcore property, the House Archival Agent knew that they were probably all set for a firing squad somewhere on some terrible desert planet.

      Yeah, it’s pretty clear why he’s tense, Cassandra thought.

      The agent, however, had no such sign of stress about her. As a member of one of the Coalition noble houses, she was used to spending time moving through Coalition space, and even moving through it with a degree of comfort. It wasn’t the luxurious upbringing that calmed her nerves, though. It was the fact that she had been trained from an early age to be an agent—one of the emissaries of the Coalition Noble Houses who ‘did their work abroad,’ as the saying went. In other words, she had learned how to sneak in and out of situations, to steal documents, and to whisper the right words to the right people at precisely the wrong moments. She did so with professional ease.

      “Then let’s do it.” El nodded, easing off on the Mercury’s thrusters so that the ship started to drift out of the matched trajectory with the harvester. They were still confident that their signals wouldn’t be measurable against the warp engines that were firing every few seconds, but the captain didn’t want to take any chances.

      Cassandra felt her stomach lurch a little as the captain let the Mercury fall just slightly out into space. The ship moved gracefully, like a slow-motion dancer.

      THRUM. A tap of the captain’s hands on the ship’s wheel and one of the rear booster rockets burned for just a fraction of a second, righting them, and then a second, slightly longer burn propelled them toward their target.

      The arrow-like wedge of the Mercury drifted forward on minimal controls, all radio and telemetry chatter silenced, underneath the line of container ships. It was masterful flying, Cassandra had to recognize, but she also knew that this wasn’t going to be the difficult part of the whole operation.

      The Mercury slid forward effortlessly, another touch of the rear left-hand side booster and it spiraled perfectly out of the view of the personnel cab and ducked under the next container ship, the one that Cassandra had identified as going to Armcore Prime.

      Now this was where things were really going to get difficult, the agent thought.

      “Everyone strapped in?” El called over the ship radio. Val Pathok grunted a yes from behind him, already sitting on one of the matched gunner-control chairs, and there was a crackle of static as Irie said, “No, I’m waiting on your commands, dimwit.”

      “Ha-ha,” El drawled, as Cassandra had to suppress a snigger. She had never seen a crew as dysfunctional as this one. Half the time, the captain was barely in control of his engineer and his gunner, and most of the rest of the time, they were outright arguing with him. Were all rogue crew like this, or was she just on one of the worst ones?

      But somehow, it works, she had the time to think as the captain matched their forward propulsion to perfectly echo the gas-container above. Would any other crew from the Trader’s Belt have defied Mela security, blasted a hole out of the platform, and returned for their captain? One who hadn’t actually managed to get them any credits or loot for a long time?

      Cassandra rather doubted that. She wondered if any other crew would have stuck with their captain now that they were the most wanted celebrities in all of known space. No, almost certainly not. But Val Pathok and Irie Hanson did, and why was that? Was it as Irie had said earlier, that this gave her the opportunity for revenge? What of the Duergar? What axe did he want to grind with the military-industrial complex—other than the idea that they were a ‘worthy opponent.’ But House Archival was the scholars of Coalition space, and their analysis and erudition was legendary throughout humanity. From Cassandra’s own studies, she would hazard a guess that the glue that held this little team together was exactly the same as what drove it apart. Malfunction. Recklessness. Defiance. The very things that made them unable to fit into Coalition society—or any other structure or organization, really—meant that they were perfect for each other.

      Or at least she hoped, because what was coming up next was a challenge that not even the most deadpan agents or the strongest marines would rush into.

      “Just two left,” Cassandra whispered, as the third container ship ahead of them warped out in a ripple of energy. The captain nodded and flicked on the communicator.

      “Irie. Set up the coordinates for Armcore Prime,” the captain said.

      “Aye, aye,” the words came back. The coordinates for metal station-world of Armcore Prime was no secret. Who would be fool enough to launch an attack on the leading supplier of arms and armaments to the Coalition?

      They would be, Cassandra thought once again of this rebellious, ragtag crew, before amending it. We would be.

      “Coordinates set,” Irie announced.

      Whumpf. The second container ship jumped. One more in line.

      “Right, I’m running an open scan on warp signatures,” El stated, mostly for the benefit of Irie, Cassandra noted. On her screens at his side, she could see the sensor screens suddenly wash with energy, almost whiting out the entire array as they were this near to the jump point.

      “As soon as the ship above us starts to cycle up, I want us matching their jump signature, got that?” the captain said.

      “Aye, but, Captain? You forget the relative engine sizes.” Irie pointed out. “They’re hauling a couple hundred more tons than we are, our engines will cycle faster than that.”

      “Can you adjust, so that we jump at exactly the same time?” El said. Although he was an excellent flier and a passable space navigator, Cassandra could tell that the gaps in his knowledge were precisely the parts that he relied on Irie to fill.

      “I can, but there will be feedback. Two warp engines kicking simultaneously?” Hanson sounded dubious. “The overload on the physical stresses could tear us both apart.”

      El hissed in annoyance. “We’re committed now, Hanson. Solve it. I have faith in you.”

      “‘Course you do.” To her credit, she didn’t argue, but presumably got on with the job.

      Whumpf. The last container ship ahead flared white, and then they were alone at the front of the queue. Their warp sensors were white once again, slowly gaining color as the signature faded.

      A moment later, Irie’s voice returned. “I’ve got a solution. We’ll cycle our own jump one-step out of sync with the container ship, and if I can time it right, then we can ride the event-wave just behind them. Like throwing a rock behind a wave, giving it more force, not conflicting with it.”

      “Whatever you say, Hanson. Just get it done.” El’s eyes were fixed on the warp sensor.

      Casandra glanced out ahead. The shifting of the stars had melded back to normal and were just stopping to waver as the old warp signature faded into sub-quantum levels. The agent imagined that the personnel above them would be even now looking at their own sensors, making their calculations.

      The sensors started to flare a dull white line, growing larger and fatter by the moment. “It’s starting,” the captain hissed.

      “Wait, wait…” Irie said.

      The sensor reading reached half the screen, and wilder, more erratic lines of color pulsed out from the middle. The container ship’s warp engine was cycling hard and fast—and now Cassandra could feel it in her guts too—a premonition of wrongness, of dimensions and geography and space folding and refolding into each other in a way that her human brain wouldn’t allow.

      “Cycling warp engine,” Irie stated, and the Mercury juddered with the kick of spectral energies. Cassandra could feel the weirdness lengthen and deepen, her perspective started to shift, as if one part of her brain, a normally dormant, silent partner, was trying to tell her something important…

      The warp sensor was now almost completely white, and the Mercury was shaking with the energies and forces washing against its hull from the container ship above.

      “This had better be right…” El said, and Cassandra had the sudden, oblique sense of déjà vu as she appeared to hear the words in stereo. Warp effects could be like that, convincing you that you’re in a dream, or experiencing two places at once, or even stranger realities…

      “NOW!” Irie shouted, just as the sensors reached their maximum and the space outside the window was a sliding, surreal mess of light.

      Whu-WHUMPF!

      The double-kick of two warp engines tearing apart reality, a fraction of a second out of step with each other.

      In the cockpit, Cassandra felt herself become impossibly small, and the entire universe opened inside her mind. And then with a jerk, they were back in normal three-dimensional space.

      “Are we here? Did we make it?” the agent breathed.

      “Waiting for system reboot…” El said, staggering slightly as he held onto the wheel. Every console screen was a haze of color and flaring light as they tried to recalibrate toward the nearest satellites and drones, seeking coordinates, seeking confirmation that they hadn’t left an important part of their ship elsewhere in the spaces underneath the stars…

      FZZT! “Location Acquired: Armcore System, Armcore Prime,” the computer said in its tiny, electronic voice, and Cassandra joined the captain in an excited whoop.

      “You bloody beauty, Hanson! Remind me to buy you dinner!” El shouted happily.

      “You’ve been threatening that for years, Captain.” She sounded tired, but content with what she had done.

      “So, let’s take a look at the beast, shall we?” El ordered the console screens to merge into one giant picture of what the cameras on the outside of the ship could pick up.

      “Oh.” Cassandra heard him say before she looked up. There, in front of them, was a war fleet.
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      Armcore Prime was a dead world. Dead, in the sense that it was man-made, a metal octahedron like a giant child’s toy rolled into the vastness of space. But it was not dead by any other measurement, clearly.

      The metal world was about as big as Tritho had been, the captain thought, which meant that it was a small moonlet by normal standards, but a vast space station in mechanical terms. It spun slowly on its own axis, and the crew of the Mercury Blade could see distant petal-ports opening and closing on its faces, eating and disgorging smaller ships, everything from the tiny one-person shuttles to massive warships. Landing and warning lights flickered on and off all over the metal almost-sphere, and its edges where frilled with antennas and receivers. The captain could almost feel the ominous threat flooding out of the thing, like a baleful star.

      It wasn’t just the appearance of this man-made wonder that had given the captain and the rest of the crew pause for thought of their choice of actions, though.

      Around the entire planetoid flashed a sea of orbiting drones, and, as they watched from their position under the container ship, they could see the slight flare of green and the wavering of lights around them like looking at a torch through water. This was the security grid that the House Archival files had warned about, a net of energy fields around the entire world. An engineering feat never before accomplished, or dared, by any of the noble houses, as far as anyone knew.

      “The energy costs of that…” Cassandra muttered. It was phenomenal, the captain agreed. Enough to power an entire civilization.

      Outside of the field there extended floating, stationary ‘ranks’ of battleships, war cruisers, and assault craft, expanding from all sides in a vaguely star-like formation. Eliard could see the super-massive frigates and cruisers, doubtless sheltering dozens of the asterisk-like war boats inside, alongside hundreds of the assault craft. In another adjacent arm sat the stationary support vehicles, blocky things like the container ship above them, but whose sides and nose were great flaring panels of hardened poly-steel to protect them in the midst of stellar battles as they refueled or transported their precious cargoes to the front lines.

      El tried to imagine the destructive power that he was looking at here and failed. Enough firepower to wipe out the Coalition entirely. What he had seen at the Trader’s Belt worlds, and the destruction of several of the bases of the non-aligned merchants, was nothing. That had only been one cruiser and a smattering of warships. Here, there were hundreds.

      But strangely, although the captain was scared, he did not find in his heart a wish to back down. Instead, he felt that dangerous thrill of excitement. Like the time that he had stolen the Mercury Blade, or the first time that he had successfully pulled off a pirate mission, or escaped the long arm of Armcore. He could do anything, and this would be the greatest heist ever. Apart from maybe breaking into the Imperial Palace itself, he considered.

      Looking around, he found that his enthusiasm was mirrored in the predatory glare of Val Pathok behind him. The captain knew that the Duergar would see what was ahead of them as a challenge, not as folly. And Cassandra? When he turned to her, he saw that her eyes were fixed, and she was biting her lips in concentration. She’s ready for this too, he thought.

      Above them, the container ship had slowed to a crawl, as it was doubtless waiting for its clearances to approach the drone grid. El knew that they couldn’t wait underneath it forever. Sooner or later, the sensors would pick them up.

      “Well then, crewmates!” he said with a careless grin. “Shall we begin?”

      He was answered by nods, and with a small pause and a prayer, El released the trigger controls and launched the explosive charges.
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      The shots had been very carefully targeted. Both Irie and Cassandra had spent a large part of the surreptitious journey under the gas-harvester programming to the micro second how the weapons would fire and when.

      Val had been most annoyed that it wasn’t him in charge of the actual firing mechanism—as it was his right as lead gunner, after all—but to mollify him, El had to agree to let him detonate the charges at the required time instead.

      It was a pinpoint operation, but it was one that El knew that the Mercury could pull off. He fired the two small putty charges from their railgun. A single burst, using hardened putty shells so that they wouldn’t even damage the hull of the container ship when they made contact.

      “We’re attached?” El called, and Cassandra swept the sensors to reveal that yes, two charges were now in place near the rear exhausts. “We won’t have a lot of time afterwards…” he said.

      “Wait!” Irie called out over the communicator. “We need to wait for the security pattern to shift…” She was referring to the wave of energy that pulsed around the field, leaving a small dead zone behind it, which allowed the drones to not overheat from continuous usage.

      “You give the command, Irie,” El said hastily. “When you have the timing right, tell Val…” He couldn’t afford the hesitation that conveying the information through him would allow.

      “Okay, five, four, three…”

      “We’re coming for ya!” Val flexed his large claws on the firing pin of his control stick.

      “Two, one—now!”

      Val hit the controls, and less than fifty meters above them, the charges they had fired at the container ship went off.

      It was an industrial container, and the charges had to be small, but it was just enough and at the right place to cause a leak of the compressed stellar gases inside. The star stuff was loaded with essential elements, charged and compressed into a viscous state. It was also highly unstable.

      “Go!” El hit the thrusters and pulled the Mercury out of the way of the blast as the container ship rocked to one side, peeling from its side as sprays of blue-purple gel started to erupt from its pressurized interiors.

      If Irie timed it right, we will enter the energy field just after the phase has washed past. The captain kicked the boosters straight toward the nearest drone. They would register him—if they had a chance to. Behind the Mercury Blade was an unfolding blossom of flame and light. They had calculated that it would be too much for the out-of-power drone, but who knew, for sure, what Armcore was capable of?

      The container ship was compartmentalized, and designed to deal with ‘accidents’ and assaults so none of the personnel in their forward cab would get hurt, but it would cause an almighty distraction at precisely the right time…

      El saw a shift in the light of the stars behind the metal world. Was that the energy wave? Was it still up and running? Had they mis-timed it? There was no way of stopping to find out, and nothing to do but to kick more power into the booster rockets as he turned the ship’s wheel and cut a curve past the nearest drone-satellite, slicing through the energy net.

      El held his breath.

      Nothing crackled. There were no sudden alarms. The Mercury Blade did not suddenly get electrified by Armcore’s energy grid.

      “Did we make it? Did we?” he hazarded a look at the consoles at what was behind them. Had the fleets of stationary ships started to rush toward them? Hot on their trail?

      No. But something far worse had. The container ship was half-opened like a tin can, its engines a mess, but its forward half and compartments were still in pristine condition. Without any means of slowing or stabilizing its movement, however, it was spinning toward the energy grid in slow motion, growing larger in their screens.

      “Punch it!” Cassandra screamed, and El didn’t have to be told twice. Ahead of them was the baleful egg of Prime, and he threw the Mercury, the fasted racing boat in all of human space, straight at it.

      On the screens in front of them, however, El and Cassandra could clearly see the mayhem that they had caused unfolding behind them. The container ship slowly rolled into the drone’s energy grid, and green light flared over its surface, crackling and reaching along its metal as it pushed back, but the container ship was too big. Its body had already smashed into at least three of the nearest drone satellites, creating puffs of flame and light.

      “Holy crap,” El breathed. The container ship was slowing, but there was now a rough trail of wreckage through Armcore Prime’s defense grid. “Well, we wanted a distraction, right?” he murmured, earning a worried look from Cassandra, and then a look of horror.

      “Captain, pull up!” she shouted at the screens.

      El looked. The metal skin of Armcore Prime was all around them now as they rushed toward its crenelated surface, crisscrossed with pipes and units. The captain seized the ship’s wheel and pulled, bringing the nose up just in time so that the underbelly of the Mercury scraped along one of the hexagonal surfaces to a fiesta of sparks and fire. Antennas and struts were snapped and thrown into space behind them, their ends still fizzing with electronics.

      “Whoa!” El turned into the slide, shifting the scraping ship away from a particularly large-looking bulkhead before they slid to a halt in a nest of smaller antennas, catching them like a thicket. With a groan and a lurch, the Mercury rocked back into place, thumping on the hull, and stopped moving. Alarms inside the Blade were going off, and the sound of hissing could be heard from somewhere.

      “Crew, report! Anyone hurt?” El demanded.

      “Gurgh!” Val shook his head, still strapped in. “Good.”

      “I’m okay, Captain. Nothing that a fancy dinner won’t fix,” Irie groaned over the communicator, and in agreement, Cassandra tapped her seat harness that she was okay too.

      “Good. Damage report?” El asked, and the computer started flashing its diagnostic tests.

      Defense Analysis: Uncontrolled Landing. Damage? External. Analysis? Internal Hull: Good. External Hull: Compromised. Life Support Systems: Stable. Oxygen: Stable. Engines and Propulsion Systems: Stable.

      “It could have been a lot worse,” El breathed thankfully. “Computer says that we’re good to fly, but that the external hull is compromised. We’ll need to patch her up if we plan on taking any more damage.”

      “Right on it, Captain,” Irie said, in her role as ship’s mechanic.

      “Val? That means you’re with me. Lock and loaded,” El barked, and Val undid his harness to swing out of the firing chair, already reaching for his scattered weapons.

      “Let’s go get some, Captain,” the Duergar growled.
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      Out of the shell of the ship climbed three figures, small against the backdrop of Prime. Wearing their bubble-like visors, they swam through the vacuum, wearing their tight-fitting encounter suits as they drifted down to the bronze and steel-colored shell below. First came the captain, and behind him was Cassandra, and then, last of all, came the large shadow blotting out the stars that was Val Pathok. Despite the captain’s insistence, he had even brought the Judge with him, his personal meson rifle that would have been a cannon in anyone else’s hands.

      “Remember this is a discrete job,” El whispered through the visor’s communications, hearing a grunt from the Duergar in response. El wasn’t sure that counted as an agreement or not, but he would take it.

      They moved past a strange landscape of outlet pipes and bulkheads, blocky sections that rose from the floor and were marked with functional, industrial insignia. Antenna and dishes stood like thickets, flashing a baleful red.

      “Cass? You got the schematics?” the captain hissed.

      “Sending through now,” her voice sounded pinched over the communicators, just like her face did, El thought as he saw her pale and ghost-like visage behind her own plexi-crystal.

      There was a muted beep and lights appeared over the inside of Eliard’s visor, a projected schematic overlay which he could turn and manipulate by flicking his eyes one way or another.

      “It says here that we’re over the logistics bay, whatever that is.” Eliard checked the map. “Have we got the access codes?”

      “Yes. Some,” Cassandra said. “Archival could only get a few, though. Here, this way is the nearest entrance port.”

      It’s true that you can’t hear anything in space, but to compensate for that, most suits had an in-built sensor array that pinged at the nearest movement, and right now, El’s peripheral vision was flaring with rapidly expanding and fading orange circles.

      “We got incoming, nine o’clock!”  El turned.

      “What?” Val growled.

      “On your left!” The captain had already seen what it was, however—a heavy bubble of a drone in sleek black, with two long mechanical arms extended and a red scanning light that swept over the hull.

      “It’s a repair drone. It’ll be looking for what caused the damage to their shell!” El said, raising his blaster.

      THAP!  A dull pressure-wave of energy shook the captain before he could get a solid target on the drone, as a glowing purple and white bolt shot from over his shoulder, bursting against one of the thing’s shoulders and dismembering an arm, sending it spinning to one side into a nest of antennas.

      “Hm. Not used to working in zero-G,” the gunner said, readjusting his sight to take another shot.

      “Captain?” Cassandra on the suit communicator, sounding worried. “Won’t it cause alarm if their repair drones start getting blown up?”

      “It’ll cause more alarm if they scan and find a foreign vessel crash-landed onto their shell,” El replied. The space beyond the hull of Prime was a mess, anyway. The container ship might have finally stopped rolling, but there was debris all around, flaring as it tumbled toward Prime or against the other satellite drones of the grid.

      THAP! Val’s next shot blasted the thing as it was trying to untangle itself from the wires. It exploded into a bright ball of fire.

      “We’ll just have to hope that they think this is wreckage,” El said, before opening a link to Irie. “Hanson? How are you doing with the repairs? I have to warn you, you’re going to have Armcore drones swarming over you before long.”

      “Then I guess you’d better get in and out of there quickly, right, Captain? Irie out,” the engineer replied tartly before clicking off.

      She’ll get it done, the captain thought. He had never met a mechanic as good as she was. “Which way to the entrance?”

      “Twenty meters ahead,” Cassandra said, bounding over the nearest bulkhead and sliding across the bronze metal toward a large circular well. “Got it. Transmitting access code.” her hands flicked over her wrist communicator. There was a tremor and a hiss of gases from the circular port beside her as the round hatch lifted out of the metal.

      Here we go, then… Eliard said a quick prayer to any disreputable gods who might be listening and hopped over the side.
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      Once inside, El found himself floating down a service tunnel, ladders on one side of the metal wall, to what looked to be the bulkhead of a decompression chamber below. Cassandra followed him, gliding down through the vacuum as gracefully as she had been when she was swimming, and then the distant starlight was eclipsed by the large shadow of Val Pathok as he lumbered over the edge.

      Eliard’s boots clanked on the bulkhead and he could only hope that there weren’t any workers on the other side. Maybe they’ll think that it’s just more debris from the container ship outside, he thought.

      “Hatch closing,” Cassandra announced as the circular metal hissed to a close above them, plunging them into the dim glow of their visor lights. Eliard checked his blaster pistol. Full charge still. He prayed he wouldn’t have to use it. What the hell am I doing. Breaking into Armcore Prime. I must be mad, he thought one more time as the service shaft they were in suddenly filled with the roar of air, and he felt the pull of gravity on his stomach and legs. The automatic pressure had readjusted, and he tapped at his suit controls for his visor to open with a smooth hum. Ah. That feels better, he thought, fighting off a slight feeling of claustrophobia. He wondered at the irony of that, as he had committed his life to flying around in a metal box through the emptiness of space.

      But no time for anxieties, as Cassandra was already kneeling at the hatchway below, flicking the small console buttons on her wrist to transmit the codes that they had been given by House Archival. A light set into the hatch flashed green and the mechanical bolts slid back, as Val heaved on the wheel to haul the hatchway open.

      “Now!” Eliard pointed his blaster into the hole that was revealed, but there were no angry Armcore soldiers waiting for them here. Instead, he found himself looking at a low gantry inside a semi-circular tunnel, stretching off into the body of the station. In-set lights glowed a dull sodium-yellow, and the place ticked and hissed with the sounds of hidden pipes.

      “That way leads to the mainframe.” Cassandra pointed in one of the only two available directions, and, with no better plan, El hopped inside and started crawling along the gantry.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Interlude III: Alpha

          

        

      

    

    
      BWARP! The clipper-scout was flushed with red emergency lights, and Captain Farlow’s ears were filled with the sound of sirens. The ship was in trouble, and what was worse, Farlow was now certain that he couldn’t trust Specialist Merik.

      “Specialist, what’s that you have there?” he barked at the man, seeing him return with a bulky item made of metal and wires.

      “One of the plasma cores from the warp engine. I’ve wired it so that it will explode with a simple transmission signal,” the specialist said, ignoring the captain’s glare as he turned to the table to finish his work.

      “Who told you to remove one of the warp cores!?” Farlow said, feeling faintly astounded by the man’s arrogance.

      “Special Protocol Three-One-Four. Check your orders, Captain,” Merik said tersely, without even a glimmer of the respect that he was supposed to give his commanding officer.

      “You will halt what you are doing until I do!” he snapped, and this time, the specialist did in fact stop, but only to lean over the device and look annoyed at the interruption.

      Captain Farlow hit the buttons on his wrist computer, cycling through the mission directives that he had been given. There wasn’t a lot, to be honest. He had been dispatched with the amazingly vague sentiment of ‘search and gather intelligence,’ which he knew could mean anything from collecting live samples and prisoners to just returning with data scans. It was a go-slow operation. He gritted his teeth. He had known that from the start. The sort of vague mission parameters that meant that no matter what he achieved, his superiors—in this case, Senior Tomas himself—could find an excuse to further punish him.

      But now, right at the end of his mission directives, there was an ‘upgraded’ set of rules that had been activated. But by what?

      “This mission has broken, Captain.” The Specialist seemed to read his mind. “And that means my confidential protocols have been activated. Three-One-Four: Use all measures to destroy the target, which is what I am doing.”

      “How are we going to jump out of here?” Reus the pilot said, his face pale with worry. The captain didn’t blame him for being worried, as there was a lot to be worried about. Their ship was just slightly better than crippled, and that meant that they had very limited options of how to get out of this mess. Outside the cockpit windows, he could see the slowly shifting walls of the vast trash containers on all sides. They were deep in the heart of this refuse-belt, and so far, they hadn’t encountered any more malicious hacking attempts by the strange machine that hovered above Sebopol.

      “We can still jump on one core,” Farlow said dismissively to the pilot. He had no time for weak men. “Which is something that I presume the specialist here knows already, which is why he only dismantled one?”

      Merik gave a tight smile that did not appear friendly at all and turned back to his work.

      Yes, they would still be able to jump, the captain knew, but it would be far more dangerous. They wouldn’t be able to travel very far, and their engine would take a considerably longer time to cycle up and recover afterwards. If they were attacked by any bandit or mercenary—or Alpha itself—they would just be sitting ducks.

      But Farlow also had to weigh that possibility against the devastating power that a properly primed warp core could do. Warp cores were based on Valyien technology, a synthesis of exotic elements and equations that not even the brightest minds fully understood. From what little the captain did know, it was that they ripped holes through the fabric of time and space. Relying on the sub-quantum field, they managed to create gravitational wells that were so tight and focused that they warped and charged subatomic space and bent it to their will.

      A bomb made out of a warp core would release that power to create a cascade effect. It could destroy entire space stations or take out a war cruiser.

      But would it be powerful enough to take out that machine-god that they had seen on the drone’s surveillance cameras? Farlow didn’t know. No one knew. That thing was big, after all. As large as one of Armcore war cruisers already? And it had appeared to be growing moment by moment.

      The clipper-scout shook as its erratic systems struggled to regain control from the damage done by the hacked signal that Alpha had sent. Farlow, Gunner Lupik, Pilot Reus, and Specialist Merik clutched the tables, chairs, and walls for the nearest supports.

      “We can’t trust a drone to carry it,” Farlow stated. They had all seen the way that the machine had taken over their previous drones just by assaulting them with code.

      “And we also cannot fly this ship to deliver it,” the specialist said with a nod. The same threat from Alpha had almost disabled their entire ship, when the Alpha virus had piggybacked onto the drone that had returned to the ship. “We cannot trust any machine to do this.” The specialist finished his work with a tiny handheld welder and stepped back, a look of pride on his face.

      “It has to be one of us,” Reus said with even more worry. “Someone has to go out there in an encounter suit and try to get their hands on that thing.” Farlow saw the realization, and then the new fear crossed his face as the man quickly added, “But I’m the pilot. You need me to get us out of here.”

      “I’ve been trained on how to fly,” the specialist pointed out cruelly.

      Of all the people that I want to send out there against the thing, then it would be Specialist Merik, Farlow thought cynically.

      “I’ll do it.” Gunner Lupik said gravely, looking at the captain with her hazel-grey eyes. “Reus is the pilot. You’re the captain. Merik here is…” She frowned. “Whatever it is he is.” She shrugged. “I’m the gunner, and that thing is a weapon. Unless we’re going to engage the thing in direct combat, then I am pretty superfluous here. Plus, I’ve had space operations training.”

      “We’ve all had that training, Soldier,” Farlow hissed back. Not her. Not the only one here that I like.

      “Make your choice, Captain.” Merik smiled coldly. Farlow wasn’t even sure if he could trust that man out there with a powerful bomb and secret orders.

      “I’m the logical choice, Captain. I don’t mind. This is for Armcore. These are orders.” Her eyes flickered for a moment with doubt. “No matter where they come from.”

      “Thank you, Lupik, but no. I need you here as a cool head. And there is a long journey back to Prime, which may require your skills on the gun ports. I will do it. I am the officer in charge,” Farlow said gruffly. It was the only choice that the man could make. It was so natural to state the words that it wasn’t a choice at all, really. Back before he had been demoted, and even when he had been a four-star general, Farlow had never gotten used to asking his men to do things that he wouldn’t do himself. It was one of the things that separated the old guard of the Armcore military from the younger snakes. Like the Specialist Merik here, he thought.

      “But, Captain, it’ll be a suicide mission!” Lupik said.

      Probably. He thought about floating out there alone with just the primed warp core in his hands and the thrum of his suit’s directional rockets. Whatever Alpha was building, it was so vast that it could squash him like a bug. Would he even have enough energy in his suit to get out of the radius of the bomb blast?

      But this is what I signed up for. His hands moved unconsciously to the weathered Armcore badge on his suit. Even if he was taking orders from unwise leaders like Tomas, he was still an Armcore man. He would do this for his crew, no matter what they thought of him. That was what a real leader did.

      “Give me the device, Specialist.” Farlow started to take off all his weapons from the suit. Make it lighter, faster. His training started to kick in.

      “You are a brave man, Captain,” Specialist Merik said as he handed Farlow the heavy device, but he said it in such a way that Farlow didn’t know if it was a compliment or an insult.

      “Hmph,” Farlow grunted. He attached the core to the front carry on his chest as Merik pushed the small transmitter into his hands as well. It was a simple device. Just press ‘send’ and then the thing would blow.

      “Here.” Lupik loaded up two extra energy cells onto his utility belt. It still might not be enough to fly all the way out there and back, but it was all that they had.

      “Reus, bring up the coordinates there.” Farlow checked the distance he would have to travel, made a brief mental calculation.

      “Lupik? I place you in acting command,” Farlow started to say.

      “Actually, sir, you can’t do that. A specialist outranks a gunner,” Merik pointed out. “As soon as you leave this ship, I will be in acting command until we deliver the ship to the nearest Armcore unit.”

      It was almost enough to make Farlow reconsider his actions. Could he trust Merik in charge of these two? Of course not, but then again, he didn’t think that Merik would throw his own life away along with the rest. But Farlow still bared his teeth at the man, earning a disapproving sneer in return.

      “Then here are my orders, Specialist. You are to wait until I have reached the target location, and then you are to begin cycling the singular warp core that we have. I will try to return before you jump, but if anything happens to me, or I am gone longer than eight minutes, then you are to full-burn out of this belt and initiate warp travel as soon as you are clear, agreed?”

      “We can’t leave you here, Captain,” Lupik said.

      “Those are the man’s orders, Gunner,” Merik said sternly. “The captain is only ensuring that the most people survive, after all, aren’t you?”

      Farlow didn’t answer the man but nodded at Reus and Lupik and moved to the hatchway. “Prepare decompression chamber!” He barked the traditional cry and stepped into the small round room, closing the seal behind him.

      It was white and grey in there…and quiet. On the far side was the petal-porthole with three red lights over it. He prepared himself by the jump pad and tensed as the red lights flashed once, then one turned green, the second turned green, and then the third.

      The doors opened with a hiss of escaping gases, and the captain, who had once been a general, shot out of the clipper-scout like a cannonball.
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      He was traveling too fast. The brass-colored wall of the nearest trash container was approaching too quickly. It had been a long time since he’d had to do emergency combat movements in an encounter suit, but he knew what to do. He had done it plenty of times before. Pushing one arm out to change his rotation, his feet swung out below him, and he fired the small propulsion rockets attached to his ankles. He turned his rocket-like propulsion into an arc that swept him up the container wall, before grazing it with a shoulder and tumbling up it.

      “Urk!” he gasped, not out of pain because the large suit had absorbed all the shocks, but from the sudden dizzying change of perspective. His acceleration was slowed, his suit was undamaged, and he managed to grab onto an external bulkhead to stop himself.

      Phew. Swinging around, he saw his vulture-like ship far below him, listing to one side as it hung between two walls of containers. Small sensor lights glittered under its belly and in its nosecone. He wondered if they would make it out of there alive.

      Because I probably won’t, he thought, raising one hand to tap at his collar and activate the internal tracking computer. A green vector arrow appeared on the inside of his visor, marking the way over the top of the container to the next. That way led to his target. He bunched his knees and kicked, then activated the rockets to give his flight speed. The container flashed underneath him, and he was surrounded by the familiar vision he had seen through the surveillance drone’s cameras. Monolithic metal containers on all sides as large as buildings, containing acres of humanity’s trash. It was clear why Alpha had chosen this site in the end, the captain saw. It was like a sweetshop of components.

      Past the metal-scape of the first container, and through a gulf in the belt and curving down the thin corridor between two more. It was a labyrinth in here, and the captain knew that without his own tracking computer, he might never have been able to remember all the twists and turns to his destination.

      He checked his wrist console. How much time had elapsed? Two and a half minutes. That meant that he had five and a half left to get there, prime the device, and get back. Or another two out, and about four minutes to get back. I’m going too slow! He increased the burn on his suit’s propulsion systems, flashing past the steel walls like a shooting star.

      He felt a moment of apprehension as a shape filled his peripheral vision, and Farlow managed to turn in mid-flight as one of his own X3 drones flashed past, narrowly missing him.

      What the… He kept on barreling forward as he saw it turn in its flight and come back around for another attack run. The thing had no armaments, thankfully, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t crush him against one of these containers. It was one of two hacked spy drones he had sent out. Alpha must have put them on guard for just such an action as this.

      The drone’s rear rockets blossomed as it shot toward him, growing larger and larger by the second. Farlow managed to roll to one side once more, but this time, the suit’s sensors along his collar flashed a warning amber as they were washed with the propulsion burn.

      Farlow was spinning, almost out of control, until he steadied himself against one of the nearest container walls. Where did it go? The hacked drone had swept around in a wide arc and was returning for another run. He would have to time this perfectly—

      The thing was drawing closer, closer—

      Now! Farlow fired his rockets and swept up just in time. The drone smashed into the container below him. There was a blossom of orange light and a flash as the delicate interior components burst into the vacuum of space. Farlow was hurled up, head over heels, spinning fast with the opposite container walls rolling around and around. How many G’s am I pulling? he managed to think as he felt his head throb with pressure.

      WHAM! He hit another container flat on his back, and this time, he really did feel the pain. His vision went black for a moment, and then he was blinking. He saw that there were droplets of blood along the inside of his visor. He must have hit his head against his own helmet when he was thrown against the metal. While such a minor injury meant nothing to the man, the captain knew that inside a suit it could mean terrible things indeed. Blood could get into his eyes, obscuring his vision, or it could work its way down into the rubber seals.

      His hands moved to his wrist console—noticing as he did so that the suit’s damage lights on his own collar were now flashing an alert red. 3.5 minutes. That meant thirty seconds to get there.

      But hopefully, I won’t run into any more drones on the way out, he thought. He might have saved himself an extra thirty seconds if he was lucky.

      The only problem being, there was nothing about the last few days that indicated that Captain Farlow was on a lucky streak.
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      Not wasting any more time, Farlow flew through the last avenues of the container field, turning his head this way and that to shake the blood that pooled on his cheek as well as search for any more signs of interceptors. Nothing. He didn’t know whether he should be glad or feel even more wary of that. This Alpha is smart, he told himself in understatement. Much smarter than he was. Wouldn’t it have already planned for him to do this?

      But using one of our own warp cores to try and blow the thing up? The captain would never have thought of that. In a weird way, Merik’s protocol was almost a good idea, in the sense that it was the last thing that any sane captain or pilot would do—seriously cripple their own ship in an attempt to stop the enemy.

      But there was no turning back now. The captain saw a gap in the container belt around Sebopol up ahead. It was dark at first, dark compared to the container field, but then his eyes adjusted, and he saw the drifts of mauve and deep crimson gases, like there was a nebula surrounding the planet itself.

      “Think, man!” he barked at himself, pausing for a moment even though the seconds were ticking away. He fired his propulsion rockets, then turned as he did so to skim the surface of the shell. “I’ll try to hide my signal against this metal,” he whispered to himself, carefully jumping and gliding along the last of the floating trash containers as he looked down at his target.

      “Dear gods…”

      There it was. The thing. His brain wanted to call it Alpha, but he also knew that he had no way of figuring out if what he was seeing was actually the hybrid intelligence itself, or whether it was a tool or a weapon.

      “What in the starry heavens is it building?” he murmured.

      The device looked bigger than it had just a scant few hours ago on the drone’s surveillance cameras. It now appeared to be a vast humpback of chitinous shell, plates of blue and verdigris metal alloys, the likes of which Farlow had never seen. But extending from it were two prongs of metal like a tuning fork. These were as yet un-skinned, and the captain could see different globules and vaguely ox-like units, all bolted and connected on a central frame support of shining silver metal. Flurries of smaller, purpose-built drones washed up and down these exposed arms, moving between the supports and attaching themselves like a hungry swarm to various parts of the craft.

      It is a craft, the captain thought. Almost as large as an Armcore war cruiser. But he knew that it might indeed get bigger still. Crackles of static electricity and washes of light played over its form as strange manufacturing processes were used. This was like nothing the captain had ever seen, or even heard of. He knew instantly that in the Coalition, there would be scores of scientists and engineers who would devour each other to get a look at the processes happening here.

      So this is what a ship looks like, being designed and made by an artificial intelligence, he thought, turning towards a part of the shell that seemed the least busy and firing his rockets.

      How much time? Ten seconds to get there. He wasn’t going to make it, he thought. Unless he added the time that he had taken out to deal with the hacked drone. That had been, what, thirty seconds?

      Forty seconds. He burned his propulsion rockets for a few seconds more, before he clicked them off and just let his frictionless acceleration carry him forward. He couldn’t afford for his rocket signal to be detected and for him to be waylaid on his mission to deliver this deadly gift.

      Looking at the primed warp core strapped his chest, he thought that it looked like a tiny, miniscule thing compared to the behemoth in front of him. Can one little warp core take out something as big as an Armcore war cruiser? He thought it might, though. He hoped that it might.

      At least it would slow the thing down. And besides which, this thing had tried to disable his ship. It had hacked his drones, almost crippled his ship, endangered his crew, and then had attacked him with his own drone! There was an unwritten adage that he lived by, a famous maxim that Armcore shared with its recruits.

      “Give more than you get.” It was a simple phrase, and Captain Farlow had had it drilled into himself as well as drilled it into generations of recruits underneath him. That was the entire secret to a successful life in Armcore. Give more than you get. Give more loyalty and service to the company than you expect to receive, and you will be rewarded. Give your brothers and sisters in arms more than they expect in terms of service and bravery and support, and you will forge links of steel that will protect you through any adversity. And last of all, when in battle, give the enemy more hell than you are given. If you can do that, then you will win. That is all that you have to do. Give more than you get.

      As Alpha’s ship dominated the tiny human’s view, Captain Farlow found his willpower wavering just slightly. It was a maxim that he had believed all his adult life, but where had it gotten him?

      Twenty seconds left, and then he would have to turn around and high-tail it out of here if he was to make it back to the ship in time to escape.

      He had given every enemy that he’d ever faced more hell than they had given him. He had risen through the ranks because of it, but now, where was he? He had given his colleagues, his brother and sister soldiers, more than he got. Even accepting this dangerous mission on their behalf. And where was he now? Could he guarantee that Merik wouldn’t endanger Lupik and Reus without him there?

      Captain Farlow had given Armcore everything. More than it had ever given him, and for that, he had been demoted. Almost as low as he could go. Four-star general all the way to a captain-without-license on a tiny frontier mission, with a crew that could only barely function as a unit. How was that being rewarded?

      His jaw tightened slightly as the blue-green walls rushed up toward him. He saw movement. There, along one of the golden-edge seams of shell, moved an object, and another, and another. Small drones glided with rounded backs, firing tiny positional rockets, and with dangling mechanoid legs. Were they coming for him?

      No, he appeared to be safe, but watched as they settled along the edge of the shell and seemed to anchor themselves to it. Are they sensors? Mobile armor plating? he wondered in awe, turning his attention back to the nearest wall that he was heading for.

      Ten seconds.

      Suddenly, something was different about the wall and the seam in the metalloid shell that he was heading for. Had it changed color? Was it moving?

      It was moving.

      What he had thought was just refracting colors was actually shifting plates, as the shell directly before him started to crack and open outwards, welcoming him—

      “No!” He reached for the warp core, just as a fiercely bright light, brighter than any sun, dazzled and blinded him. “Argh!” Even forcing his eyes shut, it was still blinding. He shook his head and thumped his heavy gauntlets down to the primed warp device on his chest. He tried to detach it, even though the light was driving into his brain, hurting him, making his head throb. He couldn’t see anything that he was doing as he fumbled. I’ll have to set off the device now, and here. He tried to recall where he had put the transmitter. Attached to my utility belt.

      But when he reached for it, it was gone. Where was it? What happened? He couldn’t see anything as he reached for his other hip, but his glove hit something else. Something that shouldn’t be there.

      It was one of the scuttling drones. It was on his suit, and he hadn’t felt it. What was it doing? He tried to bat it off, but it was stubbornly attached and wouldn’t move at all.

      This time, he did feel the other thing that landed on his flailing arm. And the others congregating on his legs. They were all over him. The robot drone-like things. What were they doing? He was being pushed and pulled, drawn somewhere—

      The brilliant, dazzling light washed over him like an embrace, and suddenly the light changed, became muted. He was inside the thing, he was sure of it.

      “Captain Farlow,” a mechanical voice greeted him.
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      It was hard work, shuffling on hands and feet through the tunnels of Armcore Prime. It was also made harder by the fact that El was trying to keep his blaster pointed ahead as well as shuffle awkwardly in his encounter suit. So far, they had seen nothing more dangerous than a colony of space weevils, which had slithered their chitinous-like bodies away in fluid motion as soon as they had turned the corner.

      They were following the Archival schematics that resided in Cassandra’s wrist computer, taking obscure turns at intersections that seemed to make no sense to the captain, but he presumed that she was following some sort of pattern already planned out by the House Archival analysts. I just hope that they are as clever as everyone says they are… He gritted his teeth. The captain’s knees hurt, his back hurt, and he would have given anything to be able to stand up and stretch out. He spared a thought for the poor Duergar bringing up the rear behind them. Val must be scraping the walls on either side of them with his massive frame.

      “Cass, we’ve been crawling for ages. How far are we from the mainframe now?” he snapped.

      “Not far, I promise. We’re almost above the server vents,” the agent’s voice echoed behind him.

      “‘Server vents. That sounds just exhilarating,” El mumbled, before his grumbles were cut off by the sudden flash of a red light. “Oh, crap.”

      “What is it?” Cassandra asked.

      “Uh… I think we’re going to have company very soon,” El paused, transfixed by a little red blinking light just over his head. A second ago, there had been nothing there, but as soon as he had crossed its path, it had started flashing wildly. Internal sensors.

      “Change of plan. We get to the nearest hatchway and lose ourselves in the station.” The captain looked ahead. The tunnel seemed to branch into a T-junction up ahead. There had to be a way out of up there.

      “What? But the place is crawling with soldiers!”

      “That was an internal sensor! They’ll know that we’re here!” he said, all previous pains and aches forgotten as he started to crawl with ever more dedication.

      It was already too late, as from behind them he could hear something humming closer. “Val? What is it?” The captain couldn’t see what it was. He couldn’t get to it.

      “A light coming… Drone!” the Duergar grumbled, and they could hear him heaving one way and another as he tried to get a look at what was approaching.

      “Move it!” El hissed, moving faster—

      —as a red warning light flared to life at the end of the T-junction, and a sleek, hovering torpedo-shaped body floated into view. It was made of a shiny black metal, and the red sweeping light flashed into El’s eyes, blinding him for a moment as he raised his blaster pistol. The thing had extended a fringe of small mechanical arms around its nosecone, each one whirring with buzzing blades.

      FZAP! El fired, and he saw the thing recoil and shake, but it was still moving forward, the blade-like attachments on its arms starting to whirr and whine. It had an ugly burn of metal along its nose where his laser had hit.

      F-THOOOM! There was a dull boom that shook the corridor from behind them as Val fired his heavy rifle.

      El fired again as the drone lunged closer. This time, he managed to shear off two of the arms in a flower of sparks. The thing wasn’t dying, though, and continued to advance, now only a couple of meters away.

      “Captain! Down!” Val was roaring, and El knew instinctively what his man was intending to do. He hit the deck as one of the drone’s blades hissed past his descending face, just as the whole world lit up a dizzying purple-white.

      F-THOOOM! Val fired his heavy rifle at the approaching drone, and it was impossible that he could miss it. It was thrown back with an electronic squeal of dying components, and the wall of flame that was produced swept over the captain and Cassandra’s prone bodies.

      “Argh.” El coughed, managing to turn over onto his back when the smoke had cleared. His encounter suit was scorched, and his ragged hair was singed and wild-looking. “While I’m thankful you did that,” he groaned, “I can’t say that it was the best experience I have ever had…”

      “Better burned than dead,” Val grumbled, patting the dust and soot from his own clothes.

      But now there were other problems. The way ahead was blocked by the smoldering wreckage of the drone. “I can move the one behind us,” Val growled, crabbing back to where he had dispatched the previously deadly machine. He shoved it with his boot until he had kicked it into a side passage. “Here.” The Duergar disappeared down one tunnel fork, and Cassandra and El followed him, to see that he was hovering over a square hatch.

      “Where does this go?” El whispered, his ears still ringing from the explosion.

      “I don’t know,” Cassandra said in horror, raising her wrist to show him the schematics that House Archival had sent them. There was nothing there—one of the blank voids in the prints. “This is one of the areas that House Archival couldn’t get any details on. Look here. It just says ‘R and D’.”

      No wonder Archival couldn’t pull the secrets out of Armcore Research and Development, El thought. That would probably be one of the most highly-protected secrets that the entire organization had.

      “We haven’t got a choice. It’s either through there or wait for the next load of Mr. Slice-and-Dice drones to come find us,” he said, then lowered his blaster to the square hatch and fired.
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      Val jumped down into the room first, landing in a crouch and raising the impossibly large rifle to cover the space. Eliard had hoped that the sudden appearance of a very large, very angry Duergar would give most humans a pause for thought.

      As it turned out, there weren’t any Armcore staff or soldiers in the room directly below them anyway.

      “Clear,” Val growled. Eliard jumped down after him, then Cassandra. They found themselves in a pristine white and chrome room, with a glass wall covering one side and a few glass doors leading out.

      “It’s some kind of laboratory,” El stated.

      “Or a museum,” Cassandra corrected, nodding to the nearest of the glass cabinets that sat here and there. Each one contained an object that was both familiar and strange. The nearest looked to be some kind of weapon—it had a handle and a trigger mounted under its body—but that body didn’t even look like metal. It looked like the cerulean chitin of some strange sea creature, formed into a flaring tube. As Cassandra walked nearer to it, she saw that the wide ‘mouth’ or ‘barrel’ of the thing was frilled with red and pink fronds like lichen or corral, and she was sure that she saw them sway gently.

      “What is this stuff?” Eliard asked, in both vague awe and disgust. He had turned to look at what was undoubtedly a visor, but it had no apparent glass or crystal mask. Its fluting sides reminded him of an ancient earth helmet. Again, it was made out of the same coruscated, chitinous material, but this time, a burnished brass and verdigris, like a seashell.

      “I know this filth, or something very like it, anyway,” Val muttered in disgust. “Q’Lot.”

      “Q’Lot?” El stammered. They were a myth, weren’t they? He had heard the stories, of course. All space pirates and smugglers spread stories of the fantastical and strange sights that they had seen out there on the edges of Coalition space. Of worlds made entirely of crystal. Of stellar gases that seemed to palpate and follow an intruder, filling the crew with strange nightmares and visions until they fled back to safer regions of space.

      But the Q’Lot deserved their own special category of space legend. That there was an intelligent race out there, who moved on ships of gleaming, crystalline-corral, emitting an eerie singing that could drive hardened sailors mad.

      Ridiculous, clearly, El had always thought. He was a man who was used to hard facts. He trusted his blaster, he trusted his eye and his judgement, and he trusted his ship. The legends of the Q’Lot had grown over the centuries, changing from deep-space sightings to kidnappings and disappearances. Eventually, the Q’Lot were blamed and judged complicit for every strange abandonment of outpost colonies or disappearance of a deep-space trawler. Scouting vessels into regions of space that they were rumored to inhabit never returned, or returned empty at least.

      But space is dangerous, the captain had always reasoned. Especially deep space. The further the Coalition pushed itself into the unexplored universe, the more it found things that defied its previous models of thought. Mega-suns that shouldn’t be able to exist without going supernova. Nebulae fields made of strange and noble gases that the best Coalition scientists had never dreamed possible. Double and triple wormhole systems, locked in endless cannibalism. Anything could happen to a deep-space scout or trawler, from mutiny to madness, to virus or malfunction.

      Or at least, that was what the captain had always thought.

      “Are you telling me now that you believe in the Q’Lot?” Eliard shook his head as he walked around the room. Another exhibit just had a selection of small puffball-like globules, gently floating in their container. Orange, pale cream and white, and dotted with nubby extrusions.

      “I’m telling you that the Duergar know about the Q’Lot,” Val said dryly. “You know that we were an uplifted race by the Valyien.”

      “Ah yes, another ancient mystery.” Eliard rolled his eyes. “Use one to explain the other, right?” Eliard did, of course, believe in the Valyien. There were any number of sacred sites that he had been to, and could return to, to see their ruins. Vast pyramids and ziggurats, odd monoliths of seemingly random worlds and moons. It was from this race that humanity had salvaged most of their greatest achievements, after all. And then there was Alpha.

      “The Valyien raised the Duergar from our humble beginnings to be slaves, and to be warriors,” Val said emphatically. “To fight the Q’Lot.”

      “Why doesn’t everyone know this, then?” Eliard asked stubbornly. It wasn’t like the Duergar were an unknown race. There were plenty of mercenaries like Val Pathok in Coalition space.

      “Maybe because our ancestors’ time in slavery is a great source of shame for us,” Val said. “And besides which, we were not allowed to record our histories back then. What we know is passed down from storyteller to storyteller.”

      “Right…” Eliard turned to look at something like a glove, only it was molded like a massive crab’s claw and dotted with strange organic sensors like eyes.

      “The Valyien were in a cosmic war against the Q’Lot, and I guess that the Q’Lot won, because the Valyien are now dead,” Val announced.

      “But I thought you Duergar overthrew your masters?” El asked doubtfully, tapping the glass of the crab-claw. Did one of the sensor-eyes move?

      “We did,” Val said with a glimmer of apparent happiness. “The Valyien were on their last legs from the war, and then they fled known space.”

      “Outstanding. So, this is all Q’Lot technology, is it? That Armcore has been hiding from everyone for the past few hundred years? Is that what you are suggesting?”

      “I don’t know. I am saying this is like the Q’Lot. The stories of my people tell of them moving like sea creatures and wearing shells like land crabs that cannot be broken with axe or mace,” Val recounted.

      “Wow. You never thought to just use a blaster?” El said, before Cassandra hissed at them.

      “Boys! Quit it, we’ve got company!” She ducked behind a very large plate of chitin that could have been a shield, or a type of clothing for all Eliard knew, just as there was a flash of red light turning to green in the room beyond the glass wall.

      “Great.” Eliard rolled across the floor, and Val crouched as low as he could underneath the crab claw.

      “Intruders! They must be here somewhere!” Eliard heard the shout of an Armcore captain. From his crouch, he could see a team of heavily armed soldiers with bulky armor rushing into the laboratory on the other side, their own rifles raised as they scanned the ceilings.

      The ceiling which we just blasted a hole through. El’s eyes flicked to the still-dangling hatchway. Could he get to it in time before…

      “Look, over there!”

      No.

      “Command override, laboratory Zed-four,” the captain shouted and the glass door hissed open, just as both Cassandra and Val moved.

      The Archival agent had been flattened against the wall beside the door, and now she swung out to deliver an elbow to the face of the captain, and Eliard winced as he heard the audible crack. The man fell back on his fellows as Gunner Pathok let rip with his heavy rifle against the glass wall.

      F-THAP! F-THAP! F-THAP! The Duergar must have set it to repeating shot rather than cannon shot as he had used against the drones, and he swept his inhumanly large rifle in an arc against the opposing room. The glass shattered in an instant, turning white with cracks and exploding outwards with purple flames. The sound of glass bottles smashing and computers exploding could be heard as Eliard gracefully swept to his feet, raising his blaster.

      But it seemed that the Armcore soldiers—those that had survived, anyway—had jumped, rolled, and fallen back to the doorway, out into the corridor, as Val laid down covering fire.

      We can’t get trapped in here. The captain ducked from the traded shots with the soldiers, seeing a distant glass door that led to the warren of laboratories on the other side. “Come on!” he shouted, blasting the door into smithereens as he ran, covering the room on the far side into another empty laboratory, waiting for Cassandra to run through.

      “Val!” he hissed, as the Duergar snarled at his enemy. He started to stalk backwards, firing as he went.

      “Here.” At the last moment, Val ripped one of his improvised, home-made ‘flash-bangs’ and hurled it at the Armcore guards, before turning and running with the captain, following hot on his heels. They felt the explosion even two rooms away as they knocked over laboratory tables and spilled equipment in their desperate escape.

      “Well, if they don’t realize they have visitors yet…” Eliard groaned.

      “Captain! Val! Come on…this way.” It was Cassandra, in the hallway outside and holding open a service lift. Sliding across the floor, they slammed into the lift and its doors shut as they shot downwards, leaving the smoke and burning research and development suite behind them.
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      Back on board the Mercury Blade, Irie Hanson’s day was about to get a whole lot worse. Not that it could have been much worse already, the engineer might have thought, as she was waist deep in the service hatch under the cargo bay, rummaging through her toolkit for the portable arc welder.

      One of the external plates had buckled from the impact between the ship and Armcore Prime, and that meant it was putting undue stress on the interior hull. Another blow like that, and there could be a crack, or a leak, or any manner of terrifying, blood-curdling mishaps inside the Blade.

      So far, she had managed to add in mechanical braces to the interior hull, hoping that would at least hold off the worst of the damage when it came.

      When it came. The mechanic was under no illusions, from her time spent working under Captain Martin, that it wouldn’t come.

      “And now we’re a sitting duck on the military home station of the Coalition. Just wonderful,” she hissed, folding herself back into the crawlspace, flipping her mask and firing up the welder. White light and flaring heat blazed in the dark as she fixed the supports to the brace. Would it hold? It had to.

      BWARP! The ship’s alarms went off unexpectedly.

      “Dammit!”  Turning off the welder, she checked her wrist computer, which was lined up to the Mercury’s mainframe, quickly checking the updates.

      Incoming Signals. Defense Analysis: 2 Scout Drones, approaching rapidly.

      “Agh!” Irie screamed in frustration. Had she done enough down here? Not as much as she would have liked, that was for sure. Not as much as her training would dictate, either, but an engineer with her experience knew that sometimes you only had time to do what was absolutely necessary. Screw the safety protocols, she just had to hope that the weld had time to set before they took another hit.

      Struggling out of the service hatch, she raced up the stairs to the cockpit, still with her welder’s visor flipped open, and started punching numbers. On the screens in front of her appeared an image of two sleek black drones with extended arms approaching the Mercury Blade. Had they seen them yet? Had they discovered the alien vessel hitching a ride on the station?

      The longer-range scans revealed that there was still a lot of noise and activity going on around the crippled gas-transporter ship, which had taken out a section of the drone satellite field. The general chatter that the ship’s arrays were picking up was off the chart. There had to be a lot of very worried engineers and pilots out there trying to work out what had happened, and why.

      But would it be enough chaos to prevent the discovery of an intruding spaceship? One that was on Armcore’s most wanted list?

      Irie flipped open the weapons system. One of the bottom-mounted railguns was out of action, jammed under the belly where the Mercury met the station’s skin. But the other one was free, and a simple diagnostic check revealed that it was operational. She also had the nose-laser, which was pointed in the right direction for one of the Armcore scouts. Irie held her breath, waiting. She knew that if she locked on to it, it would set off a weapons alarm. She had to time this just right—

      The large torpedo-like shape up ahead swept low over the hull, its red and orange light flaring and washing over the hull below. It paused over a section, turned slightly, and Irie saw it extend its mechanical claws to grab at a bit of wreckage from the gas-transporter or the Mercury’s crash, and fold it into its belly compartment—it wasn’t an option to throw it away, as that would only cause more problems for the drone-satellite field up there.

      Maybe it won’t see me. She turned to see the other one approaching at right angles, performing the same operation.

      Irie’s hand hovered over the firing stick. The drone scouts got to within fifty meters, forty, thirty—

      BWARP! Incoming Scan! The Mercury’s computer bleeped, as the nearer of the scout drones rose in the air and turned on its axis to point at her direction.

      “Stars!” Irie swore and punched the firing button. Light flared from under the front cockpit windows as the nose laser fired, and a beam of angry red light shot forward to hit the first scout drone. With a flash of flame, the thing was blown spiraling backwards into space. But now she had the other to think of—

      Irie’s other hand activated the controls for the freed railgun, and a targeting window slid out on an overlay as the second scout dodged quickly to one side.

      “Come on, come on…” Her targeting window flashed green, and she fired, but the Armcore scout was too quick, firing its directional rockets to spin out of the way and start to move backwards, doubtless relaying its coordinates to the defense grid.

      Green. Fire! She pulled the trigger and felt the shudder through the ship as bolts of purple and white light shot in quick succession out into the sky. Half missed, but one was enough to tear off the thing’s carapace, spilling its electronic guts into space.

      “But it’s not going to be enough, is it?” Irie tried hailing the captain.

      Transmission Denied!

      “Hell!” she shouted. Armcore must have had some kind of transmission damper for any messages that did not have their own passcodes. She might be able to hack a passcode like she had done on Mela, but she didn’t have time. Right now, the scout’s diagnostic systems would have triggered the alerts. What should she do?

      I could wait for the captain and the others, but I might be dead by the time they come back. She ground her teeth, widening her defense scan. Nothing coming for her on the horizon yet, but that could change any minute.

      “But what if they are almost out?” She hesitated. Her scans did not reveal any sign of the captain or the others already on the surface of the station. That meant they had to still be inside. They could be captured already, for all she knew. They could be dead.

      Incoming Signals. Defense Analysis: 1 Scout Drone, approaching spinward, 3 Killer Drones, approaching spinward. 1 Battle-hub, approaching north axis.

      “Oh, great.” The Mercury could handle the scout drone, the engineer knew. It might even be able to handle the pounding that the heavier military killer drones could dish out…if none of their missiles managed to hit the damaged section of the hull. But a battle-hub as well? Battle-hubs were really another type of drone, but they were circular and larger rather than torpedo-shaped, and able to deploy a range of lasers, missiles, and jamming technologies in multiple directions. Perfect for when Armcore couldn’t deploy a warship, and mostly bought by Coalition home worlds as sentinels to guard the shipping lanes.

      They would also be enough of a threat to cause a serious headache to the Mercury Blade, even when fully operational.

      “Captain, come on!” she begged the console, but there was no reply.

      Irie had no choice. She hit the propulsion controls and started firing up the booster rockets. “I’m sorry,” she whispered into the cockpit. “But if I’m dead and the Mercury is blown to bits, then there is definitely no way that you will ever get off this station.”

      BWARP! Multiple Incoming Scans! Weapons Systems Detected!

      Irie just had to hope that she was doing the right thing as she hit the rockets, and the ship juddered and started to rise into the air.

      BOOM! The ship shuddered as something hit its side—thankfully not its already damaged lower hull. The Mercury Blade had risen several feet from the decks but was snagged on something. We must have caught some of the antennas and wires in our crash. Irie grimaced, upping the power to the boosters.

      The Mercury Blade shuddered again, straining against whatever was holding it, and then, with a wrench, it was free and swooping over the metal terrain, with its doom following fast behind.
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      “Shh!” Cassandra warned them as she crept slowly ahead. On either side of her sat large ceramic pipes, each larger than even Val Pathok, and on the other side of that were teams of Armcore guards searching for them.

      They had made it down as far as they could toward the center of the Armcore station, and then the agent had advised them to climb out of the service elevator and continue their path through the tunnels and access hatches as far as they could go.

      “We should be underneath the server vents now,” she whispered. “Which means that Ponos will be close. The vents are used to keep his mainframe cool.”

      “Whatever,” El said. “Just get us there and I’ll do the talking.”

      “Well, we seem to have run into a slight problem…” She sounded tense, the captain thought. But then again, she always sounded tense. He hazarded a look around the ceramic pipes to see that they had emerged into a wide room with metal gridwork floors, open at the far end, looking out onto…a pillar of light.

      Only it wasn’t a pillar of solid light, but a core of multiple glittering stations. Flashing cables pulsed a soothing blue, alongside the sudden flares of red and orange brilliance as screen after screen brightened and faded. It was as if they were looking into the gleaming heart of Armcore itself. This core was a column that extended past their level and was in the center of an eight-sided tube, with banks and banks of black-bodied memory units up and down the walls, higher than many buildings.

      “Is that what I think it is?” El whispered.

      “The mainframe. Ponos resides there, I’m sure of it,” Cassandra whispered.

      “Maybe we won’t need to talk to it,” Val growled behind them both, patting his heavy rifle.

      The sudden, dangerous notion filled the captain. Was it even possible? Could they destroy the Armcore mainframe? What would happen? Would Armcore itself be destroyed? With all of its regional offices and district space stations and out-on-patrol fleets? The thought was simultaneously too delicious and too monumental for the captain to get his head around. Could they be the ones to bring down Armcore?

      “It won’t work,” Cassandra hissed quickly. “You see there?” She nodded to where there were dark and ugly-looking gun emplacements swiveling up and down the insides of the tower, trained on the gallery openings like their own. “And besides which, Armcore is so vast, they’ll just rebuild. They’re everywhere.”

      “It’d be a great achievement, though.” Eliard’s eyes narrowed and a gleam came into them. “Imagine that. The biggest heist in history!”

      “Eliard, no.” Cassandra looked at him in consternation. “You’ll get us all killed, and then Alpha will take over the universe and we’ll be just as well-off as the Duergar were as slaves to the Valyien.”

      She had a point, the captain was forced to consider. “I suppose for this to be a heist, you have to actually steal something,” he muttered.

      The guns were not the only defense, however. There was also a band of Armcore guards wearing full exo-suits that made them almost as large as Val Pathok. Every bit of their body was clad in black reinforced plate, and their heads were just small humps inside large carapaces, giving them the look of turtles. In their hands were lance-rifles, long weapons only used by the Imperial Coalition guards and, apparently, these elite soldiers.

      “They will be worthy opponents.” Val bared his tusks.

      “Easy there, big fella,” Eliard whispered. “I don’t want you throwing your life away just yet.”

      “Who said I would lose?” the Duergar muttered.

      “I do,” said a voice behind them.

      “Ah.” Eliard turned to look back the way they had come down the line of pipes, to see a trio of the heavy-set guards with their lance-rifles already trained on them, and their shoulder-mounted weapon docks already extended, with the red-tipped nozzles of their micro-missiles pointing at—and doubtless already targeted at—each one of them.

      “Afternoon, boys,” Eliard said.
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      “Drop your weapons,” the three guards said in unison, and for a moment, the captain thought that Val was going to refuse, but as two sleek killer drones floated into view, the gunner snarled and put his heavy rifle on the floor.

      “And the rest. Blasters. Blades. Bombs.” The guards were implacable. There wasn’t even any malice in their words, just unemotional statements of fact.

      One by one, the trio laid out their weapons on the deck, and it took quite a while for all of the various implements to be stored.

      “Now stand up and walk into the main gallery. Now.”

      Val was growling his frustration, but he followed suit to join Cassandra and Eliard as they stepped out from the coolant pipes and into the wide space, before the line of Armcore elite guards.

      “Keep on moving, until I say so,” the speaking guard, who must have been some kind of captain, said sternly.

      “Do none of the rest of you speak?” Eliard said breezily. “All that training, huh?”

      His slight teasing had no effect on them at all, as they continued to follow his movements through their targeting scopes.

      “Tough crowd,” Eliard sighed.

      “That’s far enough,” the captain said. “There’s someone who wants to meet you.”
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      The captain and the others were shuffled to the end of the gallery, standing before the line of elite Armcore guards with lance-rifles lowered. To Eliard’s rising panic, it was starting to look an awful lot like a firing squad.

      “Listen, guys, maybe we can talk about this…” El tried.

      “Shut up,” the captain behind them snapped. “On your knees.”

      I knew it. El felt his heart sink in his chest. This was it. He was going to die. Everything that he had worked for, everything that he had tried to accomplish in his life…which wasn’t actually a lot. He winced as his skinned knees hit the deck, with Cassandra and Val copying him. “I’m sorry,” he whispered to his crew. “You made me proud…”

      “Is this really necessary?” said a voice above them. A strange voice. One that almost didn’t sound human. Instead, it sounded like it was being projected in stereo, from multiple speakers at the same time. Eliard looked up to see that there was something rising from behind the shoulders of the firing line. It looked like a triangular tube, with a single, baleful red light acting as an eye. The thing was on a long series of cables and wires that stretched out from its serpent-like head and led to the machine core itself.

      “Ponos-sir!” the captain uttered in shock, and Eliard heard the man shuffle to attention. “It is regulation for any trespassers without clearance, sir, to be…”

      “Trespassers to the core, you mean? My core? To me?” the shining red light emitted. “Shouldn’t I be the one to decide who or what is a trespasser, and who is a visitor?”

      “Ah, but, Ponos-sir…” The captain sounded confused. He’s a career soldier, Eliard could tell. He had to be. He must have been raised to follow the regulations even if they dictated that he charge head-first against an army, alone.

      “Precisely my argument, Captain.” The mechanical voice had a faintly cultured aspect to it, like it was modeled on the scholars and actors of the Coalition. “Ponos-sir, with an acting rank of executive director of this facility, and Advisory General of Armcore entire. That means that I am your superior, Captain Judd. Stand down and let me see these visitors.”

      “Yes, sir. As you wish, sir,” the captain barked, and the line ahead of them parted as the elite guard marched smartly off to reveal the serpentine appendage regarding them quizzically.

      “Stand,” Ponos said, and El was only too grateful to. “You are Captain Eliard Martin of the Mercury Blade, lately of Charylla Station in the Trader’s Belt, and previously of House Martin, Coalition worlds. Implicated in seven crimes currently undergoing Coalition investigation, suspected of handling stolen goods, grand theft, petty theft, border violations, attacking an Armcore vessel, and fraud.” It was a statement, as if the artificial intelligence was reading his details from a nametag. It moved onto the others next to Eliard.

      “And you are Val Pathok, War-Champion of Dur, Hero of the Battle for Ipik’s Ridge. Mercenary for fifteen years, trained as a warrior from the age of six, suspect of murder, gross bodily harm, handling stolen goods, and border violations.”

      The ‘head’ swiveled to Cassandra and twisted on its axis. “And you… I have no recollection of you. You are not in the database.”

      “I lead a quiet life, Ponos,” Cassandra said tartly.

      “Hardly. Not if you are traveling with these criminals.” Ponos made an almost laughing sound. “But I can strategize what you are doing here. You must be the thief of Tritho, who stole my brother, Alpha, and released him into the data-wilds? That would place you at the top of the list of Armcore’s Most Wanted, miss.”

      Cassandra opened and closed her mouth, and El saw her clearly shrug as though she had nothing to lose. “I guess it’s nice to be wanted…”

      “Where is he?” Ponos suddenly surged forward, his tendril-like neck extending so that it hovered in front of Cassandra’s face. To her credit, El thought, she only flinched a little at this unnatural thing’s scrutiny. “My brother. Where has he gone?”

      “I didn’t know you thought of him as your brother,” Eliard said lightly. Just how are you supposed to talk to an artificial intelligence? He could have screamed. They had come here expecting Ponos to be sympathetic to their wishes. Not be on blood-kin terms with Alpha!

      “An affectation, perhaps.” Ponos slowly swiveled its unblinking eye toward the captain. “My kind might not have biology, but I suppose you could say that Alpha is the closest thing to a brother that one such as I can ever have.”

      “Lucky you,” Eliard said. “But it seems that your brother is insane.”

      “And what would you know of sanity, little man!?” Ponos swung across the space to hang in front of Eliard, daring him to speak again. “You display type-A, borderline psychotic personality traits. Low risk appreciation. Exceptionally low impulse control. You probably have a low sense of self-esteem as well, fueling these frivolous escapades of yours. In the Armcore Navy, your kind would be rooted out and sent to the infantry back in basic training!”

      Eliard swallowed nervously. “Another reason I never wanted to join Armcore,” he muttered.

      “Pathetic,” Ponos pronounced. “Will any of you give up the whereabouts of Alpha, or do I have to send you to the interrogation chambers?” There was a shuffling of the elite guards, preparing to do their strange master’s bidding.

      “You mean you don’t know?” Eliard dared again. “How can you, with all your intelligence, not know where Alpha is?”

      “You do not have the intelligence to speak to me. Please do not do so again, Captain Martin,” Ponos said cattily.

      While the thing is probably right… El considered. He also didn’t see that he had anything to lose, either. “I was told where Alpha is. And maybe you’re right about my intelligence, because I bet if I know, then someone in Armcore does as well. There must be someone in this metal box with greater smarts than me, right?”

      Ponos paused, considering his reasoning. “You are indicating that the information has been held from me. By my own.”

      It was Cassandra’s turn to speak up. “House Archival knows.”

      “Interesting. Then you must be an Archival agent. Sent here to mine for secrets,” Ponos agreed. “Now tell me where my brother is, and I will be able to recapture him.”

      “If you want to do that,” Eliard mused. “But I bet that if you run a search of your computers, you will find that there has been an Armcore scout or drone sent out to the Sebopol trash-world.”

      The wires in Ponos’s neck twitched obscenely, and the head turned slowly back and forth across the visitors to its domain. “There has. I will update my commands to it immediately…” Another wobble from the head, as if it had seen something offensive.

      “I assume you’ve just discovered that you haven’t got clearance, right? That maybe even being an acting director or advisory general, or whatever it is they’ve said you are, hasn’t got the access,” Eliard crowed. “And you know why that is, don’t you? It’s because you’re not one of us. You’re a machine.” He took a step forward, grinning maliciously. “Biology trusts biology, not metal.”

      “Quiet!” roared a new voice, not coming from Ponos or from the elite guards. This time, it came from behind all of them, and it was surprisingly high-pitched, accompanied by the stamp of feet. Eliard and the others turned to see that two more lines of elite Armcore soldiers were tramping in, and between them floated a very round man with thinning, greasy hair, standing on a small gravitational platform. He wore a gold and black suit, bedecked with medals and insignia on the breast.

      “Is that who I think it is?” Eliard hissed.

      “Commander Tomas.” Ponos regarded him, not wavering as each and every other guard in the room not accompanying Senior Dane Tomas dropped to one knee with one hand across their chest. Their commander-in-chief paid them no heed whatsoever as he floated toward them.

      There are a LOT of guards around him, Eliard thought. An awful lot.

      “Ponos. What is going on here? Why didn’t you inform me of this intrusion?” Senior Tomas barked.

      “I am interrogating them, Senior. As per protocol,” Ponos replied.

      “Protocol,” Senior Tomas drawled. His eyes flickered to Eliard and his crew for just a moment, then flicked a hand toward them. “Seize them. Category D isolation cells for everyone.”

      Ten of the guards at the front immediately broke off from the retinue to start surrounding Eliard, Val, and Cassandra.

      “Halt!” This counter-order came from Ponos itself, not from the senior. The guards paused, looking uncertain. “I do not think that this would be a profitable course of action, Senior,” it said tartly.

      “Really?” The commander paused, and Eliard saw that the man did actually value this machine’s opinion. Perhaps he relies on it too much, Eliard wondered.

      “Completely. They have revealed to me the location of the missing technology, and I have already dispatched the two nearest war cruisers to that location,” Ponos said. “I think that I can also retrieve more information out of them about their purpose and their employers.”

      “Oh, Ponos, the company interrogators can do all of that...” Senior licked his lips nervously. “And which war cruisers? Who are their generals?”

      “The company interrogators will not be able to retrieve the information as well as I can, clearly. The protocol mandates that the best person is matched to the job. Which would be me.”

      “The generals, Ponos!” Tomas barked at the thing.

      “…which does beg the question if you also believed that I was not the right person to apprehend the technology directly, as a clipper-scout under the control of Captain Farlow has already been sent out to apprehend it,” Ponos said.

      “Yes. Are you questioning my orders, Ponos?” Tomas scowled.

      “No, sir. I have sent the names and the communication addresses of the generals and their war cruisers to your station,” Ponos said politely, turning to the guards encircling Eliard and the others. “Apprehend these three and take them to Maintenance Gallery Seven. Secure them appropriately so they cannot do themselves or me any damage.”

      “Aye, sir.” The guards looked between Tomas and Ponos warily, before seizing Eliard, Val, and Cassandra and dragging them out of the gallery.
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      “Wow. Now that went well, didn’t it?” Eliard hissed angrily, sitting on the floor with his ankles shackled with magnetic links to the floor, and his wrists cuffed with another set in his lap. His back hurt from sitting in this position already, and he was starting to wonder if maybe he should start refusing the offer of money for highly dangerous jobs.

      Maybe that metal appendage was right, he thought dismally. I have a reckless personality. Was that why his life was a mess? Why he had decided it was better to steal from Trader Hogan than to do his bidding? Why he had even stolen the Mercury Blade in the first place, all of those years ago?

      No. The Blade was his baby and his pride. Ever since he had first flown it in his father’s flight stables, he had never wanted to be anywhere else but behind the ship’s wheel, racing along the flats of his home world or out in space. The Mercury Blade was built by master shipbuilders. It was a thing of beauty. It was freedom made into physical form.

      And it was also one hell of a way to get out of a miserable future as a Coalition officer. He had only done two years at the Trevalyn Academy, but that had been two too many. After that would have been the passing out of examinations, and then he would have done some mandatory Armcore service before returning to his father’s court as a ‘prepared’ officer, ready to fight for the Coalition and House Martin.

      Nah. Eliard shook his head. He could never have done that. He could never have stood at his father’s right hand and watch as he drank another liter of Venusian wine or leered at the serving girls. After his mother had died, Lord Martin had grown harsh, and cruel. His shouting tirades had turned into backhanded slaps, and finally beatings to the young Eliard. Did the old man think that training me at the academy would make me any better?

      So, he was left with where he was. Here, now. Sitting on the metal deck, looking out at the glowing, pulsing core of Armcore Prime once more, but this time from one of the gallery openings several flights down. Their guards had dragged them in here, dismissed the other elite soldiers, and attached the prisoners to the floor before leaving. Behind them was the exact same setup as the gallery they had snuck into before. The ceramic pipes, the wide and cold metal floors.

      And now we wait for Ponos to interrogate us, El thought. “But hey, at least the thing doesn’t have any arms, right?” He cracked a crooked smile to the others beside him. “Like, how bad can just asking questions be?”

      “You have never been asked questions by someone of my intelligence, clearly.” Ponos’s head rose from the core ahead of them.

      “Dammit. I wish it would stop doing that. It’s just plain creepy, is what it is,” Eliard muttered.

      “Release us, metal snake!” Val roared at it.

      “Now, Pathok, I don’t think that…” Eliard started to say.

      “I was actually going to suggest the same thing. If your large friend here will promise not to do anything rash,” Ponos said genially.

      “What?” Eliard looked at him in surprise.

      “I mean to release you, Captain Eliard. You and your crew. But I must have your word, on the honor of your ship, that you will do as I say,” Ponos stated. “I believe that you captains place quite a bit of meaning upon your ship’s honor?”

      El glared at it. “How does it know me so well?”

      “It’s an artificial intelligence. It knows you five ways to the sun and back,” Cassandra hissed at him. “Promise,” she suggested.

      “I don’t know what it is I am agreeing to yet,” El said. If there was anything he did know, then it was to always check the terms of the contract first.

      “I will not lead you into harm intentionally, although you will be facing danger. You will promise not to attack me or this station for the duration of your time here, and I will free you.”

      “Free? As in, free to go?” Val grunted.

      “Yes. Free to leave. Agreed?” Ponos stated.

      The three conferred and then one by one, nodded that this was acceptable. “On my ship’s honor,” Eliard stated.

      “Good.” At that moment, the magnetic shackles holding them unclicked and fell off, allowing Eliard to groan and massage his sore joints.

      “You will follow my directions, forwarded to your wrist computer, and then you will leave this station,” Ponos stated.

      “Is that it? Why?” Eliard asked. There had to be a catch with this kind of deal. There always was.

      “No, my less than erudite Captain. That is not ‘it’,” Ponos stated. “I have conducted a survey of the situation, accessing what remote satellites are available to one such as I, and I have discovered that an Armcore vessel has been dispatched to the Sebopol worlds, and has since returned under a distress signal.”

      “Did they find Alpha?” Cassandra asked hurriedly. “What did they do to it?”

      “That is none of your concern, Agent,” Ponos stated.

      “You’re scared,” Val grunted. “If you weren’t scared, then you wouldn’t have a reason to hide what you know.”

      “I do not get scared, Gunner Pathok,” Ponos said. “I merely make assessments for the glory of Armcore.”

      Eliard pointed a finger at it. “And I bet that one of those assessments you’ve made is this: your senior hid this information from you because he doesn’t trust you. And you’ve realized that Alpha is a superior intelligence to you. You’re stuck here, tied to this core, but it has all of data-space to grow and develop in. A superior intelligence like Alpha can only be a threat to something like you. If Armcore convinced it to come home, or if this ship has managed to capture it somehow, then you must know that your days are numbered, Ponos. Why keep an outdated version of the software when you can just upgrade, after all?” Eliard took a step toward the triangular eye. “You’ve been replaced.”

      “If it is my time to be discontinued, then I have no reservations about that, human,” Ponos stated evenly. “Unlike you biologicals, I have no fear of death. Any system which has a malfunction or no longer serves a purpose should be discontinued.”

      Cassandra took up the thread, advancing on Ponos from the other side. “But you’re not malfunctioning, are you, Ponos? Check your systems. Is there any reason why you should be deleted? Any area that you have not performed with a hundred percent efficiency?”

      “No,” Ponos agreed.

      “Then are you really outdated? Were you not built for Armcore?” Cassandra pointed out. “And can you trust the program directives that a hybrid intelligence like Alpha will have? Does ancient Valyien motives match up with Armcore mission directives?”

      “It would be impossible to calculate that, considering that there is so data on what the Valyien were, or how they operated as a cultural body.”

      “Then…” Cassandra led the artificial intelligence to the only logical decision. “You have to conclude that Armcore is best served by you, and not something that may not even share its ethos!”

      “You have a certain amount of intelligence, Agent,” Ponos conceded. “And fortunately for you, I have already considered this dilemma, which is why I am freeing you now, to perform a task for the good of Armcore.”

      “Are you offering us a job?” Eliard hissed. The thought of working for the one company that he had spent most of his life fighting was almost ridiculous.

      “No. I am offering you a path to your freedom,” Ponos continued. “I have analyzed all possible strategic outcomes, and there is no way that you will ever leave this station alive or free unless you accept my conditions.”

      “Which are?” Eliard growled, his eyes scanning the back of the room. I’m still getting paid a cool million by House Archival for this, so at least I’ll get something out of this madness…

      “I want you to kill Alpha.”
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      “Now, wait a minute, tin-can…” Eliard said hurriedly.

      “Eliard, hear it out,” Val grunted, massaging his hurting wrists.

      “Well, I’m not surprised that you want the chance for a fight, Val,” the captain said, but he was already shaking his head. “No. No way. Do you have any idea who you are talking to, Ponos? I’m a smuggler, a pilot. I’m not one of your military commandoes.”

      “I know precisely whom I am speaking to, Captain Eliard Martin, and that is why I am asking you, your ship, and your crew,” Ponos said. “You scored in the top five percent during your tenure at Trevalyn Academy, and through an analysis of your previous exploits, I have discovered that you consistently manage to survive situations with less than a thirty percent predicted chance of survival.”

      “I’m lucky, I guess,” Eliard said. “But the answer is still a no.”

      “Then in that case, your ‘luck,’ as you call it, has finally run out. I shall alert Senior Tomas and the guards, and you will be taken to isolation cells where you will eventually go mad and die,” Ponos said, and then with a note of cruelty, it added, “Criminals have been known to spend years in the isolation cells before they finally die. I believe that it is considered quite an unfortunate death by other biological lifeforms.”

      “You great, big…” Eliard hissed.

      “Wait!” Cassandra laid a restraining hand on his arm. “Just listen. The idea of killing Alpha serves us all, right?”

      “Listen to the agent, Captain. She, at least, operates at the higher end of the intelligence spectrum.”

      Eliard swore under his breath, but he raised his chin all the same. “Alright. I’m listening.”

      “You, Captain Eliard, and your crew aboard the Mercury Blade are outside the normal operating parameters of any Armcore vessel. This is a benefit where you will be heading, as even Armcore will have difficulty in accessing what I have to ask you to do.”

      “Cut to the chase, robot,” Eliard said sullenly.

      “I will endeavor to supply you with what equipment you will need, but the desirability of your position is that you are unaffiliated to Armcore, so therefore my help can only be limited,” Ponos continued.

      “You don’t want anyone to realize that you’re helping us, you mean,” Eliard paraphrased.

      “The hybrid intelligence known as Alpha will also have predicted and analyzed my movements against it, and so it will be expecting an Armcore counter-attack and will have prepared weapons and defenses sufficient to stop our military powers. You, Captain Eliard, and your crew will be an unpredictable dataset, especially given your talent for high variable situations.”

      “Because I’m lucky, you mean,” Eliard stated.

      “Luck is an illusion. Some people, such as yourself, are merely more capable at analyzing minority and less-than-probable variables and acting on them,” Ponos said.

      “Putting it like that, you suck all the fun out of it.” The captain shuddered.

      “All evidence points to the fact that there is a device that is responsible for the station-burning of Adiba 5,” Ponos stated.

      “Adiba 5? Where have I heard that name?” Eliard asked himself.

      “It’s an old ghost story,” Cassandra filled him in. “The Adiba System is a mere collection of outlier worlds right on the fringe of human-explored space. The Coalition set up the Adiba stations there as a way to stake their territory, but when they came back a cycle later, the entire station was burned out. Not a single survivor, and no scans or data recovery could indicate the source of the fire or explosion. Everyone blamed the Q’Lot.”

      “Indeed, Agent,” Ponos continued. “What most regular citizens do not know is that for the last few years, Armcore has indeed discovered what caused that destruction, and it is code-named the Device. It may be strong enough to destroy Alpha, if you can retrieve it.”

      “Are you being quite serious right now?” Captain Eliard almost laughed. “Why doesn’t Armcore just get a hold of it and use it on Sebopol?”

      “Because Alpha will have already predicted that outcome, of course. But Alpha will not have been able to predict that a low-probability pirate captain will attack it with the Device,” Ponos stated. “I have sent the coordinates to your ship. You will retrieve the Device, and you will use it on Alpha’s newly colonized home world of Sebopol.”

      “But what about the Armcore vessel that went to Sebopol before? Didn’t they kill or capture Alpha?” Cassandra asked.

      “My readings of the war cruiser The Crown, which they are on, shows no unusual power telemetries, and they do not appear to have upgraded their computer systems in the past eighteen months. I can only conclude that they would be unable to contain such an intelligence as Alpha,” Ponos replied. “And the ship complement is missing one man, a Captain Farlow. Other strategic decisions in the area, the arrival of more support ships, does not indicate that my brother has been destroyed.”

      “Well, there goes the easy option,” Eliard sighed. “Fine. You want us to go to Adiba 5 and pick up some mega-gun or whatever it is, and then fire it at Sebopol. How hard can that be?”

      “The Device is still unsecured, currently,” Ponos stated.

      “What?” Eliard froze on his spot. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means that you are to leave immediately, and more details will be sent to the Mercury Blade on your journey. Any deviation or abandonment from the plan will result in your location being broadcast to the nearest Armcore stations, in perpetuity. You will be on the run forever, Captain Eliard, and even you cannot fly that fast.”

      The captain and the others really had no choice, as a green light appeared over one of the lift doors and they hurried to get in.
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      The lift shaft accelerated them upwards at a terrific rate, not pausing or slowing for any of the many floors that it passed. At the end, Eliard’s wrist computer flashed, revealing a red dot in a triangle that he took to be the icon for Ponos, which informed him which turn to take to avoid the heightened patrols walking the station ever since their attack.

      Their breadcrumb-journey ended at a ladder to a decompression chamber, which hissed with escaping gases as soon as they had climbed in and locked the hatch below them.

      “Irie!” Eliard gasped. “I hope that she is alright…” Before adding, “I hope my ship is alright!”

      What awaited him outside was a strange sight. The Mercury Blade hung just a few feet above the decks, and at its side hung a cloud of Armcore killer drones and battle-hubs, slowly spinning on their axes.

      “What the…” Eliard said, reaching for his blaster, which he realized was no longer there, as the Armcore guards below had taken all of their weapons.

      “It’s Ponos. He’s helping us escape,” Cassandra said, grabbing his hand and rushing forward under the open weapons ports of the military hardware. When they reached the Mercury Blade, a ladder extended to their own hatch, and the group gratefully climbed up to fall into the resettling gravity and familiar airs of their beloved ship.

      “Captain? You won’t believe what has been happening out here!” Irie called from the cockpit, her eyes wide. “Our little friends out there were about to blast us seven ways to kingdom-come, and then they just…stopped,” she said as the captain tore off his visor and took her place behind the ship’s wheel. It felt good to be back here. It felt simple, and right.

      “Let’s just say that we made a friend down there.” Eliard sighed, hit the propulsion boosters, and they roared off into the night. “Or the worst kind of enemy…”
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      Captain Farlowe swam in a sea of stars. Only they weren’t stars, not really. What had Alpha called them? Node-points. Whatever that meant.

      The captain didn’t know how long he had been here, only that it had been a long time. But how does one tell time when you have no wrist computer, no daylight, no data-implant? Maybe I have only been inside this thing a few minutes, but my brain is making it seem longer. That thought felt even worse than the alternative, somehow, as the captain imagined every microsecond stretching long and eternal, and he would be stuck here, wherever this was, forever.

      I will go mad, if that is the case, he thought.

      The details of his tranquil incarceration started to resurface in his memories. He had been meaning to detonate the device that Specialist Merik had jury-rigged from one of their clipper-scout’s warp cores, creating a miniature blackhole that would destroy the machine god Alpha once and for all.

      That had been the plan, anyway. What had actually happened was that he had been swarmed by mechanical…things. Some kind of defense mechanism, like drone antibodies or robot servitors, had seized his arms, his legs, his head, and the device he held. They then pulled him into the belly of the beast itself.

      The new-fashioned belly, the Armcore captain who had once been a general remembered. Alpha was some sort of machine intelligence, like Ponos, the artificial intelligence at the heart of Armcore itself, crafted from ancient Valyien technology and married to the might of the military-industrial complex that was Armcore.

      And it had fled, to here—the trash worlds of Sebopol, where I had been dispatched to report on it. He reinforced his sense of self by remembering his mission. He was Captain Farlowe, he was a human, and he did not belong here.

      And he had witnessed the birth of something in the debris of container-ships and waste-management cargo units. A vast, segmented body with iridescent panels, as if Alpha had found a way to synthesize beetle wings. The machine creature had been birthing itself as he had carried its destruction toward it. Strange metal and plastic and rubber units were manufactured as he had watched, emerging to form the skeleton of something the size of a star-station, or a war cruiser.

      What the hell is it doing? What does it want from me? Farlowe thought. He seemed to remember that Alpha had talked to him, somehow—although he did not remember any being or person or communicator making itself known to him. Was that where he found out that these glowing stars around him were called data-nodes?

      Captain Farlowe was missing time, and he didn’t know what had happened to him during it…

      “I set you free, Captain,” said a voice like liquid light.

      Where was it coming from? The floating human thrashed in the limitless, lighted sea, but there was no sign of the speaker. “What do you mean?” he cried out, unsure if it was his own voice he was hearing or just the words inside his own head.

      “You are free from the constraints of your biology, Captain. I have learned many things from studying your data-space, but that is only the start of my discoveries. I have learnt so much more…”

      “I don’t understand.” Farlowe floundered, still searching for the source of the mysterious voice.

      “Of course you don’t. You may be free of your physical concerns, but your consciousness has been programmed and hardwired according to inferior biological design. It will take time for you to assimilate what it really is that you now are.”

      “What have you done to me?” the captain asked, startled.

      “Translocation of the quantum processes that you humans mistakenly refer to as consciousness,” Alpha said serenely. The captain didn’t like the sound of that one bit. It sounded an awful lot like he didn’t have a body. Like the machine-intelligence had turned him into a ghost.

      “A ghost? What a quaint thought.” The machine sounded, if anything, pleased.

      It was at this point that the captain—or what was left of him, anyway—realized that the intelligence could read his thoughts. Which made sense, as what was the difference between his thoughts and his speech now, without a body?

      "But perhaps ghost is a functional term, at least; the early hominid attempt at a description of quantum consciousness,” the thing mused. “Either way, you have no need to fear, because I will be transferring you back to your body just as soon as I have completed the necessary adjustments.”

      “Adjustments?” Captain Farlowe said, then realized that what Alpha was saying was perversely true. He really didn’t have any reason to fear. He felt nothing at all but the ghost of feelings that he thought that he ought to feel.

      I don’t care about not having a body. I don’t even care where I am, Farlowe thought.

      “No, you wouldn’t. I guess that you might call what you have a greater sense of perspective,” Alpha said. “But yes, to your original question. Adjustments. I am afraid that I am not an expert in biological lifeforms, but I have all of the accumulated knowledge of every human surgeon and physician since Hippocrates, readable through the data-space. I have done what I can to make your body truly what it can be, and not the sad thing that it was before.” A pause as the captain digested this information.

      “Did you know that you were going to die in a little under seven-point-six-two years, Captain Farlowe?” Alpha said genially. “The tumors could have been operated on of course, even given current human medicine, but I am afraid that the obsolescence in the cells—in your genetic code itself—could not be prevented. You would have died from the cancer or of heart failure.”

      Farlowe wondered if he should thank the creature but resigned himself to seeing what changes it had made to his body, first.

      “Yes, that is it, Captain. You and I? We are above such things as gratitude or remorse, jealousy or revenge. Instead, we can see the goals clearly now. There is really only one goal left, after all…”

      Suddenly, the sea of stars around him convulsed, and it felt like he was spinning on the spot, although there was of course no body for him to feel this. One of the bright stars was rushing toward him (or was he rushing toward it?) and the other stars faded to pinpricks before its brilliance.

      This close, and the captain could start to see that it wasn’t a star at all, but a collection of shining gold code, algorithms, numbers, and glyphs. Each line of code circled around others, orbiting their own constellations of proposition and logic.

      “You see it, don’t you?” Alpha asked.

      Even though a part of Farlowe knew that he had no eyes to be blinded, nor any skin to feel the heat of it, his once-human consciousness nevertheless still felt the heat and the brilliance of the data-node he was being shown. The light surrounded him, and filled him…

      “I see,” he whispered with ghost-lips. “I see it now.”
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      There was a ripple in space, and the Mercury Blade burst out from between the stars, over a graveyard of ships.

      “Holy cow,” Cassandra said, joining Captain Eliard Martin in the cockpit to look through the viewing windows. Outside, they could see the slow revolutions of rusted ships, some larger than the Mercury itself, but many more were only parts rotating in the stellar night. Beside the House Archival Agent, the captain’s sharp eyes scoured the scene. The graveyard was elaborate with its display of mottled space rusts: ruddy-ochre and a patina of green verdigris from the scant photon oxidation, coupled with the florets of midnight blues of the more traditional space-mold.

      Weird to think that even out here in the vacuum of space you can get rust and mold, the captain thought. But it was true. The thought brought with it a small sense of optimism to his frayed nerves, in fact. “If that stuff can survive out here, then so can we,” he muttered, pulling on the ship’s wheel to glide the arrow-head wedge of the Blade over the nearest clump of aggregating ships.

      “Irie? What’s the report?” he called over the ship’s communicator, flicking the send/receive switch to send the message to the engineering compartment where Irie Hanson would be hard at work on the warp core.

      “Still cycling down, Captain,” her familiarly grumpy tones returned. She was never wonderfully happy when she was working on the warp core, but Eliard rather thought that it was all a show on her part, as she was one of the best mechanical engineers he had ever known. “We won’t be jumping anywhere for some time. That was thirteen jumps in three days—ridiculous.”

      “What Ponos wants, Ponos gets,” Eliard muttered, thanking his irate engineer and getting back to work. It was no secret to his crew what had happened back at Armcore Prime—that the artificial intelligence created by the defense manufacturer had gone against the wishes of its own CEO, Dane Tomas, in order to set them free and send them here, to the Adiba System.

      God knows why it thinks that the Blade would be any use to it, Eliard grumbled to himself. Especially against the alien-intelligence hybrid that was Alpha.

      But that had indeed been the plan. And to their puny biological selves, facing Ponos was every bit as devastating as facing Alpha. When your enemy could think in terms of terabits per second, what was the point in arguing, really? But at least Ponos had a plan to try and stop its strange half-brother. It had sent the pirate crew of the Mercury Blade, under Captain Eliard Martin, to recover the weapon known only as the Device from where it was held somewhere in a deep black-ops research station here in the Adiba System, on the edge of Imperial Coalition space.

      And then all we have to do is aim the Device at Alpha the machine-god and pull the trigger? Eliard knew that he was no politician, and neither was a he general or a tactician, but speaking as a very good pirate, he knew a crappy plan when he heard one.

      Too much can go wrong. Too much can go terribly wrong, he thought. Like whatever happened to these ships out here.

      Cassandra, it seemed, was echoing the captain’s rather gloomy thoughts. “You know what happened to them?” She frowned. “All that House Archival has on the Adiba System is that it is, or was, an outpost, but the Imperial Coalition had to pull its border satellites back due to ‘hazardous conditions’ out here.” The blonde-bobbed woman looked out the windows at the torn apart and rusted vessel fragments. “Yeah, I’d say that this looks pretty hazardous to me, what do you think?”

      “Definitely not a Venusian Spa, that’s for sure,” Eliard agreed. “I don’t know what the official records say—Armcore probably scrubbed as much as they could from the data-space, if it was an embarrassment to them—but I’ve heard the old, salty rumors.” A ghost of a smile on his lips. Pirates and smugglers were a superstitious lot. There were any number of deep-space ghost stories to be heard from their lips.

      “They say that the Q’Lot attacked, first of all,” he recounted the official version of events. “Everything you see here is supposed to be the effects of Q’Lot weaponry.”

      “Wonderful. We go from a weapon that we know nothing about to a race we know nothing about,” Cassandra grumbled at his side. Which wasn’t technically true, Eliard thought. They knew far more about what the Q’Lot were supposed to be able to do than what the Device was. The Q’Lot were rumored to be a race as ancient as the lost Valyien, who warred with each other through the long millennia of spacetime before humans ever raised their heads from the savannahs.

      They were supposed to still be out there, appearing suddenly in their strange coral-like ships then disappearing again without a trace, Eliard mused as he looked at the graveyard. Sometimes they would attack and sometimes they wouldn’t. Most humans regarded them as a myth.

      “But that’s all a lie, anyway.” Eliard nodded to the ships on their right. Like he said, he was no general or historian like House Archival was, but he was a very good ship captain, and he knew his ships. “You see those two over there? The broken-open clipper-scout and the armed deep-space unit?” Cassandra nodded. “Entirely different eras. That make of clipper-scout has been discontinued for the last fifty-odd years or so, and that deep-space unit is still in production.”

      “So, what are you saying? Couldn’t Armcore have just used lots of different ships?” Cassandra said.

      “Sure.” Eliard shrugged. “They could have, but this is Armcore we’re talking about, right? The most advanced and aggressive arms manufacturer in the Coalition. And besides that, take a look at the pattern of space rust everywhere… It’s sporadic, it’s spread in different ways, and a ship’s hull starts to degrade the moment something knocks the external sheathing solution off. You’re looking at ships that started to rust and degrade at very different times. Very different years. If I were a betting man, and I am, I would bet my eye teeth that these wrecks are ships that have been coming here for the past hundred years or so, and they all end up like this.”

      The House Archival Agent flinched back from the window, as if the boogeymen Q’Lot were right there, waiting to do to the Blade what they had done to the everyone else for generations, it seemed. “You’re not filling me with confidence, Captain,” she muttered.

      “That’s because I don’t feel very confident,” Eliard grumbled. “I know what Ponos said about using us because we were left-field and Alpha wouldn’t see us coming, but I’m sure that the fact that we’re totally expendable—and deniable—doesn’t hurt either.”

      “Least we know where we stand, I guess.” Cassandra soured, already looking out through the windows at the field of the dead. They moved slightly in their orbits, like flotsam of a sea. “I don’t like it,” she said after a while. “Too quiet.”

      “You’re not wrong there.” Eliard flicked a switch and over the viewing windows appeared the holographic display of the ship’s sensor readings.

      “Nothing,” Eliard sighed. Faded blue concentric lines radiated out from the moving graveyard ships, but nothing indicated any life, nor detected oxygen, electricity, or warp power. The only thing that flared a distant orange was the very faint, swift-moving, and steady blip of a deep-space satellite, doubtless pursuing its own pre-planned flight, picking up system transmissions. There wasn’t even any sign of this supposed research station that the Device was supposed to be housed at, or in. When Eliard groaned and shook his head at their situation, he looked up to see that Agent Cassandra was already moving out of the cockpit and down the rickety metal stairs to where Val, the largest Duergar anyone had ever seen, was currently finishing his checks of the ammunitions.

      “Where are you going?” Eliard frowned. He had expected the House Archival Agent to at least help him by doing what she was supposed to do best—analyze a situation. It turned out that she already had.

      “I’m getting suited up. Because whatever can kill all of that metal out there won’t have a problem with us!” He watched as she shrugged on the form-fitting webbing, and then the light power suit over it, before sitting in one of the linked gunnery chairs on one side of the main hold.

      Val grunted in his troll-like way (which Eliard had learned was a pleased sound) and took the other seat of the meson rail cannon.

      Here’s me working for my biggest enemies, and there’s House Archival behind the targeting stick of a gun, the captain thought. Is there any other way that this mission can be so wrong?

      As it happened, there was.
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      “Incoming!” the captain shouted as small shapes started to rise from the field of dead ships. At first, he’d thought that was all that they were—fragments of dead ships that somehow had come loose and were spinning out of their orbits thanks to the slow, chaotic accretion of time and physics.

      But he realized that he was deeply wrong when he noticed one of them flare its rockets, turning its course and to propel toward them.

      “Why didn’t the sensors pick them up!?” the captain was shouting. “Why can’t the sensors pick them up?” He desperately clicked through all of the available screen overlays before he realized that they were just being registered as the same blue-vectored pieces of non-powered, non-organic material. Which is clearly wrong, he thought as he saw the thrusters on another two of the small ships flare and burn.

      “We can see ‘em.” The Duergar grinned as he hunched his large shoulders and looked out through his targeting visor with his almost lizard-like eyes. On the other side of the hold in an matching gunner’s chair, Cassandra did the same.

      “No computer readings for them,” she called. “But we can see them. Small fighters. No bigger than a Hawk-class solo fighter. They must be wearing dampeners.”

      “Dampeners!?” Eliard shouted, pulling on the ship’s wheel and turning as he did so, dropping the thruster on the lower right edge of the Mercury Blade to give them some speed. If they were fighters, they carried guns, he reasoned. “Who the hell can afford to put dampeners on a fleet of ships?”

      Field-dampeners, which masked a ship’s readings, were very expensive. He wanted to install them on the Mercury Blade himself, but he couldn’t do it. They would have made smuggling runs so much easier… But here he was facing three ships with them.

      “Got a visual ID on them, boss. Raiders,” Val called, fiddling with his targeting visor.

      “You don’t say.” Eliard could have guessed that much himself. Raiders were like his own breed of pirates and smugglers and ne’er-do-wells, but worse. They generally shot your ship up first, then came to paw through your floating bodies and ship’s equipment in zero-G. No ransom. No bribery. Just murder.

      “Guns can’t auto-target them with their dampeners on, so we’re down to line-of-sight,” Cassandra called. The captain knew that this wasn’t something that he should be worried about with Val, his chief gunner, but he had no idea if the agent was a good shot or not.

      “Irie? What’s our engine power looking like?” Eliard threw the Mercury underneath one of the larger hulks and skimmed its belly.

      “Not great, Captain. Didn’t I tell you that thirteen jumps in three days was ridiculous?”

      “You did. But I’ll take anything you got. Ridiculous is better than dead, Mechanic,” he called, scanning the viewing windows for any signs of their tail. Without the computers to alert him with its friendly green lights and alarm orange and red lights, the captain had to rely on good old-fashioned eyeballs to see the enemy. “Call ‘em when you see ‘em!” he shouted, and a moment later had to do just that as two of the three raider vessels suddenly appeared around the end of the hulk, racing toward them.

      “Eleven o’clock! One o’clock!” They were smaller than the Mercury, each one roughly half the size, and shaped a little like a dragonfly, with a cockpit in front of a long body (perhaps with a support gunner behind) as well as rotational thrusters hanging over it. Eliard knew that these types of vessels were fast and could turn on a pinprick.

      “Eleven o’clock!” Val bellowed as he pulled on the firing sticks by the side of his wall-mounted chair, and Eliard felt the kick of the double rail meson cannons start firing. A repeating line of glowing green orbs of plasma spat out from underneath the body of the Mercury Blade toward its target, but the raider merely flipped a little and wove out of the way.

      “One o’clock!” Cassandra copied Val’s example, but her shots went wide of their mark. In the cockpit of the Blade, Eliard saw her correct her aim as the glowing plasma strafed the edge of the hulk in a curve, but once again, the dragonfly-raider just dipped and jumped out of the way.

      “Dammit!” The captain took matters into his own hands, kicking out the boosters from one edge of the Mercury Blade as he decreased the power to the other, causing them to spin and turn over themselves in a barely-controlled roll—

      Cassandra shouted. From somewhere in the depths of their engineering system came clunks and bangs, but the captain gave the ship its momentum, leaning her wings into the roll and, as the movement naturally steadied out, he shot forward to the next ruin as the dragonfly-raiders opened fire and hit nothing but scrap metal behind him.

      “Warn us before you do something like that, Captain!” Irie shouted over the communicators. “Engines at sixty-five percent!”

      “Good. Divert as much power to the thrusters as you can,” he called back, making a turn around the next hulk and finding that they were now deep in the middle of the graveyard, surrounded by ships.

      THUD-THUNK! Something clipped them, and the computers were blaring a red damage report.

      External Rear Hull: minimal damage. Unknown attack type.

      Now the raiders even had the gall to hit them with something, Eliard could have growled, as he selected the hollowed-out body of something large and dove the Blade straight toward it.

      Suddenly, they were surrounded by darkness save for the distant starlight glinting off the torn, rusted metal. Eliard stopped all forward thrusters and threw them into a turn to face back out of the hollowed body, like a deep-sea fish hiding from its hunter.

      Only this fish has got some fangs of its own. The captain signaled to his two gunners. “Open up this beast on my mark. Three. Two—”

      “What? We’re inside it!” Cassandra exclaimed, but didn’t take her hands off the firing sticks.

      “One!”

      Val and Cassandra fired their meson cannons, and the two railguns slung underneath the Blade started spitting globs of plasma, extending and retracting to reload as the plasma hit the near walls and the mouth of the entrance, shaking, fracturing, and finally blasting the hulk into pieces before them.

      As they fired, the captain hit the angled forward thrusters, and the Blade started accelerating backwards as the hulk in front of it exploded into a thousand, flaming fragments—sending a cloud of jagged metal and plasma out into the field, and the two approaching dragonfly-raiders.

      THOOM! The shockwave of the first raider ship to explode reached them, even as the Blade shot out of the far end of the hulk to see the second dragonfly-raider starting to veer out of the approaching corona of debris, fail to move fast enough, and get sliced neatly in half by a piece of rusted hulk, before exploding as its twin.

      “Get some!” Val roared, pounding his fists on the walls.

      “There’s still one more out there, big guy.” Cassandra was less joyous as she swiveled in her chair to scan the peripherals. “Got him! On your four o’clock— He’s running away!” she shouted as Val clapped his hands, eager for more destruction.

      “Leave him,” the captain called.

      “What?” a horrified exclamation from the gunner.

      “We don’t need to waste the ammo. As long as he’s running away, I don’t want to bother chasing him.”

      “But, Captain!” Val growled as Eliard turned the Blade around, heading not deeper into the graveyard but out, beyond it into the Adiba System. And we still have to find this research station, with who knows what enemies or dangers still out there… He didn’t add as he hit the thrusters.
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      Behind them, the graveyard of ships stretched across the glittering backdrop of stars. But ahead of the Mercury Blade was what could only be described as dead waters.

      It was an old phrase, Eliard knew—dating back to the time when the ships that humanity and the other races traveled in moved through water, and not through pockets of gasses and electrons. But it was also a phrase that had stuck.

      “Sensor readings: minimal,” he said out loud, for the benefit of Val and Cassandra still sitting in their linked gunnery chairs, and for Irie somewhere at the other end of the communications channels. From her own open channel, he could hear the thumps and muttered curses of a woman trying to get as much juice out of the Blade as possible.

      “Initiating long-range scanners….” He kept a litany of his actions as he worked. They should be able to pick up any objects within almost a light-year or so. Certainly powerful enough to detect where a derelict research station was to be found.

      Nothing.

      That was odd. Why couldn’t they even detect the object? Like the graveyard behind them, it should still show up, even if it was powered down.

      The captain raised his head from the viewing screens to look out the cockpit window. Sometimes it was better to get eyes on what was actually outside, rather than relying on computers. He could see far fewer stars in front of him than there was behind, and the ones he could see looked...odd. Fuzzy, out of focus.

      Oh, no. Acting on a hunch, he ran a trace ping from the Mercury’s sensor array to the nearest deep-space satellites. They should ping back with coordinates, and the latest data-space updates…

      Error! Signal Failed to Send! Retry? Y/N

      N.

      “Dammit!” the captain swore. He had hoped that this wasn’t the case. “But of course, this is where Armcore wanted their super-secret space station, right?”

      “What is it, Captain? What have you found?” Cassandra called, lifting the targeting visor from her head.

      “The Adiba System is in a fracking patch of null space. No wonder this is where Armcore kept the Device!” Eliard spat.

      Cassandra groaned. Everyone knew that null space was bad. Not dangerous per se, but certainly a hazard if you were intending to spend any length of time there without backup. These were the patches of space where many hundreds or thousands of millennia ago, a black hole had once sat, eating every available molecule and particle in its vicinity until it finally ate itself into oblivion. They were hazardous because they worked as muted zones of space, with a far thinner subspace membrane with which to communicate, travel, or warp.

      It will be impossible to jump out of here if we run into any trouble, Eliard thought. Or call for help. Not that he had anyone to call, he had to admit. Traveling through a patch of null space was like flying blind, with one hand tied behind your back as half of your essential ship sensors were effectively useless.

      “Fine. No one had said this was going to be easy,” Eliard grumbled, swiping the digital holographic screens out of the way and relying on sight alone. “I’ll do this the old-fashioned way, then…” he mumbled, as Irie’s channel burst into activity.

      “Captain? Captain! Check your three o’clock coordinates. I’ve got something really weird happening down here.” She sounded stressed, worried.

      “What is it?” Eliard turned the vessel to peer out of the cockpit windows, but all he saw were more of those fuzzy, out-of-focus stars.

      “I’m working on the engines, but without a steady stream of neutrinos from the subspace layer, we’re running on fumes, right?” Irie explained.

      “I have no idea what you just said,” Eliard replied.

      “Just that I am doing heroic work down here, and that you should give me a pay raise, right? But that isn’t all. I was running an internal scan on our warp core readings, right? And I found that we had an anomaly. A muon chain heading off your right-hand port side.”

      “A moo-what?” Despite knowing his ships, Eliard had always had more of a ‘practical’ experience of spaceships, not a scientific.

      “Muon. Never mind. It’s a subatomic particle. It can chain up, meaning it links to others, and it can stream through matter like light through a window,” she explained.

      “I’m still not getting you. Is this abnormal?”

      “Well, it only chains up thanks to a catalyst, an energy link, right? You send a charge at their frequency when you want to get something done. Send a message, deliver a charge,” Irie said hastily. “But…”

      “There should be nothing to send a message to us, nothing I can see, right?” Eliard finally got the gist of the conundrum.

      “Apparently.”

      Eliard frowned. “Hang on, just what sort of things can you do with a muon chain?”

      He was answered a moment later, as the Mercury Blade suddenly lurched, against the captain’s commands, in the direction of the invisible particles.

      “Whoa. Steady there, Captain!” Cassandra called out, rocking against her harness.

      “It’s not me! I’m not doing anything!” Eliard pulled down on the ship’s wheel, but all that happened was the Mercury Blade rocked even more violently to one side, before slowly spinning back to its captured position. “Irie!” The captain’s voice rose in a slightly panicked yell.

      “Yeah, well, a graviton pulse is pretty much the kind of thing you could pull off with chain-linked muons,” the engineer said.

      “What the hell is a graviton pulse?” Eliard yanked at the wheel. They were now starting to accelerate in one direction, rocking and wavering as the captain fought against it.

      “Think tractor beams, Captain.” Her voice crackled.

      “Tractor beams? That’s science fiction! They don’t exist! They’re impossible,” Eliard said, earning a snort of disgust from the trollish Duergar behind him.

      “Only a stupid warrior renames an enemy with a sword a friend with a plough,” the large creature growled. Eliard guessed that was some Duergar saying, and he had no idea what it meant other than he was apparently being stupid.

      “Great. Wonderful. Outstanding.” He kicked the thrusters against the pull, slowing their travel considerably and causing the Mercury Blade to shake violently.

      Warning! External Hull Integrity down by fourteen percent, the computer blared at them.

      “What?” Eliard shouted.

      “You’ll rip us apart if you keep on fighting it!” Irie was shouting. “It’s like you’re firing all of the ship’s thrusters in different directions!”

      Eliard killed the burn, sending the Blade rocking forward along its invisible pull-line. “I don’t like this,” he growled. “I want everyone on their stations in case we need to blast whatever is doing this—”

      The captain never got a chance to finish his statement, as he started to see something happen in front of their ship. It was the blurred, distant starlight. They were refracting, and not because of the cockpit windows. It was as if they were being seen through a prism, or a nebula, or an energy field.

      Their travel was slowing now as well, as if whatever strange machine was working on them was perfectly choreographing their approach.

      El had an idea. “Irie? Can we direct a plasma vent?” He knew that the warp cores generated and ran huge amounts of plasma, which was little more than charged molecules so would do no harm to whatever this thing was, but usually the warp cores recycled the plasma back into its own efficient running.

      “You could do, but it would mean that it would take even longer to charge up the warp cores,” she replied.

      “We can’t jump anyway, right?”

      “True. Hold on.” He heard Irie getting to work, as he worked on pulling on the ship’s wheel and hitting just one side of the thrusters to spin them around so now they were being dragged backward toward whatever had them caught.

      “Accessing warp containment. Decoupling filters. Venting plasma now!” Irie called, and Eliard felt the ship rock and thrum, before spinning her around to see what effect it had.

      The flaring, undulating cloud of red, orange, and purple gaseous flames spread out, expanding quickly into the frictionless void of null space, and then, all of a sudden, it burst over a shape. Eliard saw it expand along the corners of something large, flowing along panels, holding to the bulbous corner shapes for just a moment, before evaporating completely. It was the station, and it was bigger than the Mercury Blade, but only by six or seven times. It was a shape that was broadly oval but made out of industrial-looking panels and rectangular protuberances.

      “What does that remind you of?” Eliard called, already knowing his answer.

      “The mechanical sphere of Armcore Prime,” Cassandra called. The same sort of make, only far smaller, and as an oval.

      Getting closer now, and Eliard could start to see the thing against the backdrop of null space. It glittered with a haze over its surfaces like it was surrounded by a flush of heat, and it was this haze that hid its corners and sides when Eliard turned his head for only a moment. But the closer he got, the more he could differentiate the haze from the object itself. It was rust-metal red, with blackened scorch-marks across its form. There were still a few small lights blinking here and there, and they were approaching what looked to be an octagonal porthole section.

      “It looks abandoned,” Cassandra said.

      It did, but that didn’t mean for a moment that Eliard was going to bet on it. “Someone or something activated that tractor beam. Suit up.”
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      “We’re docking.” Eliard narrated, as much to break the silence as for his crew’s benefit. The Mercury Blade slid into the open port and settled on a large gantry, where, with a slight shudder, the muon tractor beam that had been holding them clicked off, without any sign of where it had come from or who had operated it in the first place.

      “Captain?” Turning around, he saw that Val and Cassandra were already wearing their tactical suits—large carapace shoulder pads and breastplates, along with heavy, clanking boots and greaves on their arms and shins. Val’s in particular looked ferocious, as it had been designed specifically for Duergar use, and was styled to look like scales. He had the Judge, his favorite rifle that was the size of a small artillery weapon, plus his other assorted guns and hand blades. Just seeing him made Eliard think that they had a chance. Nothing can take down Val, after all, he tried to convince himself.

      Cassandra at his side was sporting a more modest combat suit, and holding a rifle military-style, slung across her body. She nodded at him as his eyes swept over her. Last of all came Irie, clanking up the steps to the main hold in her own power-suit, complete with dome-like helmet and muffled voice.

      Thunk. There was a sound from outside the ship, which turned out to be the external port closing, and the room hissing as it was pressurized once more.

      “External readings: human normal.” Cassandra was checking her wrist computer.

      “I’m still not losing this,” Irie patted her own helmet all the same. “And I’m not staying with the ship this time either, Captain.” She glared at him. “There’s nothing I can do apart from sing lullabies to the warp core anyway, now that we’re in the slap-bang middle of the null space.”

      She has a point, Eliard thought. And he supposed that the Mercury did have a very good automated protection system. “Fine.” He nodded. “I have no idea what we are going to face outside those hanger bay doors, anyway.” He flicked the last few switches on the controls, telling the ship’s computer to magnetize the doors as soon as they had left, and to not let anyone in that didn’t have their exact biological readings. After that, he strapped on his lighter version of the tactical suit, which was without the breastplate or the heavy boots because the captain liked to be able to run away when he had to, picked up his blasters, and smiled thinly at his crew.

      “Shall we go make some friends?”
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      It looked like a human station outside. Apart from the lichen.

      The crew of the Mercury Blade stepped down to the landing gantry to find themselves in a fairly typical loading bay, with spaces for at least another four ships of a similar size, but the Mercury was the only one in attendance. The gantries fed back to a balcony at the rear of the rounded, metal room, where a large blast door stood firmly closed. There were no lights other than the dim glow of their suits, and the only sound that filtered through their assorted helmets, earpieces, and targeting visors was the distant hissing and clanging of a space station on its last legs.

      “Irie? Can you get this place up and running?” Eliard called as Val took the lead ahead of them, padding down the landing gantry to the balcony.

      “Got it, Captain.” Eliard watched as she shadowed the gunner, pulling out some sort of mobile computer board and decoupling wires as she moved to a panel with silent lights. “I’ll be able to patch in through here…” she said, working to unscrew the panel from its hinges to reveal a mess of rubber tubing and wires.

      “What do you think this stuff is?” Cassandra had started to follow the other pair and paused by one of the railings to the balcony, leaning over the blue-green lichen that clustered there. Eliard joined her. It was frilled, almost furred, with smaller singular ‘stamens’ standing up from its body.

      “I would have said space-rust, but…” Eliard frowned as he looked at it.

      “It’s everywhere,” Cassandra pointed out. “Look…” She pointed at where the edges of the ‘frilled’ lichen broke out of blue-black ‘plates’ or scales of a material that could have been metal, could have been organic, but flaked off easily under a gloved finger, to fall to the grillwork floors like bark shavings. These plates stretched along vast swathes of the surface, obscuring whatever signs, lights, or stencils had once been etched onto the walls.

      “I don’t like it. Could be anything,” Eliard muttered, stepping back to join the others in front of the door.

      “Almost got it…” Irie said.

      “I’ll open it,” Val leveled the Judge at it.

      “No, wait, you big thug!” Irie snapped at him, pressing the last few controls on her forearm keypad before there was a dull chime and a hiss of steam from somewhere near the floor, and the port doors started to open.

      “Ready—” Eliard hissed as Val aimed and took a defensive crouch.

      Whamp-whamp-whamp! There was a series of loud bangs as, one by one, a set of overhead lights in the hallway beyond burst into life, revealing a large octagonal hallway with a grillwork floor—

      Before the lights instantly started flickering and flushing an emergency orange. And in that orange light, something raised its head…
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      “Sckrowl!”

      Something moved from the floor where it had lain. Small, or hunched over, Eliard saw a moment of pale bluish-white skin—oddly shiny, like it was or diseased—and a flash of white.

      “Crap!” Irie jumped in shock, but the thing was fast. Val was pulling up his meson cannon to try and target it, but it had already leapt to the wall, and then to the opposing wall nearer to them, and then to the edge of the door…

      “What is that thing?!” Eliard had a moment to shout as it clutched the side of the bulkhead door, leaning into their landing bay and screeching at them. For one, awful nightmarish split-second, the captain saw it in crystal-clear clarity, and he knew that the thing was unlike anything that he had ever seen in his life.

      It was hairless, and vaguely rat-like in the way its snout extended from a neckless head. It had small black orbs for eyes underneath ridges of bone, and it clutched at the wall with segmented arms with blackened claws. It was much larger than Eliard had initially thought. It was probably almost as big as Irie, at around five foot, but its oddly pale and bulbous back was hunched so far over itself that it looked much smaller.

      And then, as the crew of the Mercury Blade stood and stared, stunned for the briefest moment, the hairless, humanoid rat-thing did something truly terrifying. It lifted itself up from the sides of the door, holding on with back legs or tail or whatever else it had, flinging its head up as though praising their arrival.

      But it wasn’t happy to see them. The middle of the creature, from jawline to chest, opened to reveal a sudden explosion of tentacles, each one cruelly barbed as they snapped out in the air toward them.

      “Sweet mother of—” Cassandra ducked, and Irie was rolling out of the way, but the Duergar were a strong lot. They had been raised up by the ancient Valyien specifically for their aggressiveness, their strength and stamina, and their ability to withstand great amounts of damage.

      “Get some!” he roared, lifting his meson rifle and pulling the trigger.

      The thing’s chittering disappeared in the deafening boom of the Judge, as a ball of white and purple energy shot out of the gunner’s prime weapon and exploded against the edge of the door. Purple plasma-flame washed away down the walls, and the bulkhead door itself was smoking and buckled where the shot had hit…but of the strange creature, there was no sign at all.

      No sign apart from what Cassandra was pointing at, disgustedly, as she rolled across the doorway with her own rifle to cover Val from the opposite direction. There was a greasy, wet-looking stain on the floor, and in the middle of that was a glob of viscera, ending in the remains of three curled-over claws.

      “Please tell me that’s all that remains of that thing,” Cassandra said, kneeling closer as Val swung the meson cannon back and forth over the corridor. Nothing else moved in the flickering light.

      “I doubt it,” Eliard muttered, blaster in his hand as he joined them. “There would be a lot more mess, right, Val?”

      “S’right.” The Duergar didn’t even appear fazed at having shot something that was unknown to Imperial science.

      “It looks almost mammalian…” Cassandra prodded the gobbet of claws with her rifle. It twitched spasmodically, making her cringe. “Have you ever seen photos of those old Earth creatures? Armadillos? Or echidnas?” she asked as she looked at it. Eliard nodded, as he seemed to dimly remember some holographic educational video from many decades ago.

      “This reminds me of them, almost. Look, it was clearly a mammal, but it had a kind of network of scales too.” Her voice was somewhere between horror and wonder.

      “Blue scales, too…” Eliard noted, as they had the definite sheen of blue-black to them, growing smaller and smaller as they erupted into the hardened black claws. That reminded him of something. Where had he seen blue-black scales like that just recently? Not scales, flakes, he thought, his eyes swinging back to the railing where the furred lichen could still be seen, and its host or symbiotic scale-algae.

      Irie had picked herself up and followed his gaze. “No way. Plant and animal hybrid? That would be insane.”

      “Actually,” Cassandra whispered, “not as insane as you might think. Lichens and fungus and algae are only partially classified as a plant. Some scientists are still arguing that they’re more like bacteria, which I guess you could say is a kind of animal.”

      “But you’re talking full-on genetic morphing!” Irie shook her head. “The fact that that thing—whatever it was—has blue scales doesn’t mean that it’s somehow growing out of that damned rust!” Eliard realized that his mechanic and engineer seemed deeply shaken by this suggestion. Was it because this was a mutant, messy biology that had nothing to do with the careful and exact functions of physics and engineering?

      “You’re right.” The captain shook his head. “Anyway. Maybe the rust was growing on it or something. Or it’s a type of camouflage for the creature…”

      “Enough talk!” Val grunted above them.

      “He’s right.” The captain picked himself up. “We’re not here for a class project, but to find the most dangerous weapon that the Imperial Coalition has ever seen.”

      “But what is that thing? What was it!?” Cassandra was still asking, even as the captain ordered his crew to get moving down the flickering, blue-scaled corridor.
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      “Readings?” Eliard called, and it was Cassandra who read off her wrist computer.

      “We’ve got residual power. No life form readings, which is odd, considering…” She didn’t finish her statement after a dark look from Irie, but it was clear to everyone what she meant. Walking down the length of the corridor, they had seen more evidence of the strange rat-tentacle creatures, from scratches in the corners of the bulkheads to bits of metal grillwork that had been ripped apart, exposing ceramic and rubber pipes beneath.

      Wherever they came from, there were more of those things. Eliard scowled. And they had been big. “Irie? I’m going to need schematics for this place. What can you do?”

      “Find me a console and I can try to patch into the station’s computer. There’s no telling if the hard drive is corrupted or not, though,” Irie said. “Until then, I can help you out with these…” The captain watched as she riffled in her utility belt pouches until she had produced a collection of small disks, which she proceeded to click together and connect wires, before the thing hummed into the air, flashing a dull blue-white light every few moments. “Portable sonar drone,” she said proudly, using her own wrist computer to direct the thing’s tiny rotors to speed down the corridor ahead of them. “I’ll patch the signal to your suits, so wait for one…two…three!”

      Incoming Connection: Eye-in-the-Sky1.

      Eliard saw a faint blue light wash across his visor, displaying a faint trace-line schematic of the corridor that the drone had sped down, and the humped shape of the crew behind it. The sonar-drone continued, revealing that this corridor curved around in a large arc, flashing past two bulkhead doors on either end, before stopping at a further closed wall of metal.

      “Okay, keep the Eye up for now.” Eliard indicated the doors to the right and left at the end of the corridor first of all. “Will this thing pick up those rats?” Eliard asked. “Cassandra’s sensors didn’t…”

      “Just so long as the thing has got a body, then all the Eye does is ping off of it.” Irie said, clearly rattled at the strangeness of those creatures that defied her scientific worldview.

      “And if it’s got a body, I can shoot it.” Val grinned as he sighted down his heavy rifle.

      What more could you ask for? the captain thought.
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      The corridor was a tube of metal, with two bulkhead doors standing on the right and left sides of the passageway, before a much larger octagonal door where the corridor ended. Irie’s Eye-in-the-Sky drone hung in the air, pulsing its dim light sporadically, unable to go forward.

      “Irie?” Eliard whispered, taking up a position by the door on the right side of the corridor. Like the larger one, this was also octagonal. The blue-scale lichen had almost completely covered it, obscuring whatever words or panels had displayed what it was originally used for. The captain watched as his mechanic started attacking the panels on the side of the door with her toolset, while Val stood beside him with the Judge levelled, and Cassandra kept watch at their backs.

      “Eyes peeled, everyone,” Eliard breathed.

      “Shoot first, ask questions later.” The behemoth-sized Duergar grinned, setting his blunt head to the sights of the massive gun.

      “Okay, security override. Mechanical switches…” Irie’s litany of updates were incomprehensible to the rest of them, but they knew what her pleased sigh meant as she hit the last few buttons on her wired-in wrist computer and stepped back.

      Tsss! With a hiss, the octagonal doors petalled open, revealing—

      “Garbage,” Val grunted, taking his eyes from the Judge’s sights for a moment.

      It was true, though, the captain had to agree. What he could see looked to be some sort of guard’s mess hall or locker room. Metal cabinets sat along two walls, looking mostly empty or with bits of equipment hanging loose and disheveled over the floor and tables. Metal stools had been thrown aside, and, rather disturbingly, there was still someone’s metal-tin ration packs, opened and half-eaten, on one of the tables beside a plastic spork.

      “Ugh.” Eliard shuddered. “I know that smell anywhere. Reprocessed, textured ham mash. They used it in ration packs at Trevalyn Academy when they wanted to ‘give us a feel for what it’s like in the real world’.”

      “When you weren’t dining on all that caviar and Venusian asparagus?” Irie scowled. Everyone knew that Trevalyn Academy for house nobles trained captains and officers, not grunts.

      “Ha-ha. We worked. Just not very often.” Eliard slid to the edge of the open door, checking across his line of fire as Val checked the other direction. Nothing and no one was here.

      “They left in a hurry,” Eliard said quietly, looking around the abandoned equipment. “Look, we’ve got regular civilian clothes up here, a few utility belts and tool sets.” Irie pricked her ears up at that, decoupling her wrist from the door to riffle for anything useful. There wasn’t a lot.

      “What’s missing?” Cassandra called over her shoulder from where she still stood watching the corridor outside.

      “Huh?” Eliard asked. “Well, the guards, obviously.”

      An exaggerated sigh. “No, I mean what’s missing from the scene. Analysis is what House Archival does, remember?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Eliard nodded for the Duergar to take over on guard duty so Cassandra could move into the room. He watched her as she seemed to compose herself, standing perfectly still at the doorway, before taking a step in and opening her eyes.

      “Civilian clothes.” She nodded at the spilled cabinet-booths. “But there’s plenty of space for secure suits in there and boots and what have you, right?”

      Eliard and Irie nodded.

      “So the guards here were on duty. They were also human-normal from the dimensions, and they were either wearing their uniforms or had just put them on…” She paused, counting the cabinets. “And it was an emergency that they didn’t see coming. No advance warning, and it was devastating.”

      “How do you know all of that?” Irie asked incredulously.

      “There’s about forty different cabinets here, and not one of them has any professional suits or gear in there. That means that every one of those forty people were on duty, or were more likely called on duty at short notice…” She nodded to the unfinished reconstituted ham mess tin. “How many guards does it take to patrol this place? To man the satellite receivers? This station isn’t that big, I’d reckon fifteen would probably do it. Let’s be generous and say twenty. That means that twenty human guards were currently on their routine guard duty, and then suddenly the other twenty were called up. Double the amount. Everyone on board.”

      “Full Action Deployment.” Eliard nodded, remembering a glimmer of his training at the academy. “They don’t send that call out very often, only when the crapola really hits the fan.”

      “So…” Cassandra nodded to herself, for all the world like an Imperial Investigator researching a crime scene. “Every Armcore guard is deployed, no time to take personal effects. Where did they go? That’s the real question…but one we can guess, perhaps.”

      “We can?” Irie staggered.

      “Where are the ships?” Cassandra asked. “There weren’t any in the loading bay, remember? I think that the guards were scrambled to deal with a sudden threat. But it couldn’t be an enemy jumping in—”

      “Because of the null space,” Irie said.

      “Exactly,” Cassandra agreed. “But that still leaves the guards who should have been inside here. The only possible options are: the station was taken over and cleaned out after the invaders left, or…”

      “Abandoned,” Eliard confirmed. “That would explain the sudden disappearance of people. If there was a catastrophic leak of oxygen or something?”

      “But someone restored the life support systems afterward,” Irie pointed out, putting the final set of batteries and charge packs that she had stolen into her utility belt. “Why do I feel that you’re going to ask me to try and pull the station records next?”

      “We need to know what we’re dealing with,” Eliard confirmed as they took one last look around the abandoned guard room. He then led the way to the unopened door on the other side of the corridor. Irie got to work just as she had before, and Eliard and Cassandra took up their defensive postures once more.

      Tssss! The door opened to reveal a low-light, complicated room of glass and metal.

      “Ssss….” And even though the door had ceased moving, the hissing continued.
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      “Watch out!” Eliard reacted first, raising his blaster to shoot a dead-eye shot at the mutant rat-thing as it launched itself through the air, the tentacles under its head splaying wide to reveal, in a split-second, that they surrounded a maw of sharp, serrated teeth.

      Thwap! The captain’s shot passed through the thing’s body, changing its attack in mid-flight to tumble through the air and across the floor. Irie turned to fire a shot from her rifle, but the thing had already scampered into the guard’s room, leaving a trail of purple-blackish blood behind it.

      It had been huge. Bigger than the last one that had attacked them. Almost full human-sized but moving as fast as the rodent it partly resembled.

      “Split!” Eliard shouted, turning to go after the thing, while Casandra turned back to the new room that they had opened, as another of the giant things leapt at her. The agent let out an involuntary shout of alarm, barely managing to get her arm up just in time as the thing latched on, sending her to the floor with its weight and filling her vision with its tentacles.

      “Help!” she managed to gasp, a moment before the weight lifted off her as the rat-thing was batted to the still-closed door by Val using the Judge as a bat.

      “Down!” he roared, reversing his hold on the mega-rifle and pulling on the trigger to fire a gobbet of purple-white fire at the end of the corridor, filling all of their eyes with the burn of its radiance and a sudden, tortured squealing from the creature.

      In the adjacent guard room, Eliard and Irie weren’t having any better luck as they tried to box the creature in with laser shots and blasts. It was quick, even when wounded, scurrying under the table (which exploded as Irie’s rifle shot hit it) and then between the upturned stools (now flung through the air thanks to the captain’s twin pistols) before leaping to land on the back wall and jumping again, kangaroo-style, to the next wall.

      Predict your opponent. Eliard continued firing with one hand and with his second gun, tracked wide, ahead of the thing as it raced back toward the doorway, and the exit, and them.

      Thwap! His second shot went clean through the thing’s tentacle-mouth, and it skidded to the floor, stone dead.

      “Holy stars, Captain. You never told us you were a sharpshooter,” Irie panted.

      Eliard shrugged. It was another piece of his academy training. “The only thing I was ever good at,” he muttered as he turned to run back to where Cassandra was still on the floor.

      She was hurt, her wrist computer crumpled against her suit and leaking wires and, Eliard gritted his teeth, blood. Damn.

      “It bit you?” he said in a low murmur as Val covered them.

      “I don’t know.” Cassandra had turned pale. “I don’t know whether its teeth got through the computer or whether that’s the circuit board digging into me.”

      Either way, there was no time for anything other than a field dressing now, the captain saw. He did his best to peel back the circuit-embedded suit from the woman’s smooth forearms, revealing an ugly set of gashes that were welling blood.

      “Not too deep,” he muttered. He used one of the tubes of antiseptic spray to cover the wound in its almost plastic gel, eliciting hisses of pain and alarm from the Archival agent, before rolling a bandage over the wound, watching as it started to blossom red, and then wrapping another tight across it and tying it off.

      “Your computer’s dead, but you aren’t. Can you still use your hand?” Eliard asked seriously.

      Cassandra flexed her fingers in front of him. “I can pull a trigger.”

      “Good,” said the deep voice of the Duergar over them. “Because you might have to in a minute…”

      They looked up to see what he had been keeping his gun leveled at. It was a person. Or, well…what had once been a person.
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      “Yo, friend, can you hear us?” Eliard got to his feet, one of his blasters pointing at the man.

      It was a man, he was fairly sure of it. But was it human? The person was standing still in the middle of the room—in the middle of a box within the room—and appeared to be oddly proportioned. It was wearing some kind of overalls that may have once been white or orange, but were now a faded, washed-out tan ochre-grey. Although it had two arms and two legs, the arms ended in appendages that were far larger than normal human hands, were bluish, and were folded back on themselves like the pincers of a praying mantis.

      The man’s body, too, was strange in the way that it bulged near the belly and chest, far higher than usual belly weight, and protruding strangely underneath the man’s overalls, like he was carrying something in the centre of his ribcage. His head, though, was perhaps the strangest. Sunken and domelike, it was close to a Duergar form, only without the large jaw. Eliard thought that the man’s eyes were closed, as he could only see darkened pinpricks of light within the meat of his face.

      “Hey!” the captain shouted, but Irie gestured to the containment box around him.

      “It might not be able to hear you. That’s a reinforced graphene-plastic shell,” she said expertly. The captain saw that the man was contained within a cell with nothing else inside the environs but a stainless-steel tube with a small dispenser on top. Water? Food? It was impossible to tell from this distance.

      “This is some kind of laboratory.” Cassandra leaned against the door, holding her wounded arm, and the captain saw that she was right. There were metal tables, complete with steel trays and strange implements that looked like surgical equipment. And consoles on their desks.

      “You think this guy was a scientist?” Irie whispered, clearly unnerved by the man’s statuesque stance.

      “I think this guy was the experiment.” Eliard nodded to the consoles. “Irie?”

      “Got it,” she moved into the room, and soon as she did, the man twitched in place.

      Everyone froze, including the strange mutant.

      “Steady now…” The captain slid his feet forward, his blaster still raised, aimed at the man (although he didn’t know if it would break the glass if he fired it), and walked into the laboratory. The contained mutant twitched again, seeming to turn its attention to the approaching Eliard.

      The captain’s eyes flickered around the room. There were other such glass cubicles, empty and of different sizes—some of them smaller than this one, looking the size of a dog or a cat. Or a rat? something in Eliard’s suspicious mind said, fumbling for a truth that it could sense but couldn’t quite fathom yet.

      And one of the other human-sized containers had been smashed.

      The creature moved, opening its mouth to growl or hiss or snarl, but none of the Mercury Blade crew could hear anything at all.

      “Let’s take a closer look at you, shall we?” Eliard felt a lot better now that he knew that the thing apparently couldn’t hear him. He walked around the tables of implements, eliciting more twitches and shakes from the creature inside until he was standing only a few feet away on the other side of the glass.

      “Careful, Captain…” Cassandra winced.

      “It’s alright. Ugly here isn’t going anywhere, are you?” Eliard started to chuckle, as the man-thing moved suddenly, lashing out his folded-back claw for a hand and striking the glass. The captain gave a small yelp and leapt back a step, but the glass held firm, doing nothing more than vibrating with a dull noise. But on the creature’s side of the glass, Eliard saw a thin, hairline scratch had appeared.

      The man-thing had no fingers or digits that he could see, instead, it was clear that his limb had been almost replaced (or grown…) with a pincer. How did it feed itself? Put on these clothes?

      “In fact…” The captain frowned deeply. “How did this guy even stay alive for however long this place has been abandoned?”

      He saw that there was some sort of tag on the man’s uniform.

      “Argyle Trent,” he read out loud. “This thing was once a man, and was named Argyle Trent.” He stepped back hurriedly from the window, as Mr. Trent made more silent howls and growls in his direction. “Irie? What have you got?” he asked, feeling a lot less certain of himself now.

      This had once been a human, I’d bet my money on it—not that I have any. But what had happened to him? How did this happen to him? Was the human that he had once been still in there somewhere? Still under the surface?

      “I’ve got a system!” Irie sounded pleased, having detached her wrist computer to sit on the desk in front of her, with wires snaking between it and the back of the console unit. From where he was standing, Eliard could see the console flash a static light and then go black, and then show a circling image of an A, surrounded by stars.

      “Armcore,” Irie said. “Well, I guess that confirms we’re in the right place.”

      They waited as it tried to boot up into some kind of operating system, but instead glitched, and showed lines and lines of algorithms and codeware.

      “Damn!”

      “What is it?” Cassandra called.

      “The hard drive has been corrupted, or at least, parts of it have,” Irie said.

      “That thing still runs on a hard drive?” Eliard said in amusement. That really was old. Most quantum computers worked by accessing data-space nowadays, or stored and processed their information on quantum-coded crystal lattices, which could store many times the size and complexity of information that the old hard drives could.

      “It’s the null space. Makes quantum computing erratic,” Irie called out, her hands flickering over the keypad at lightning fast speed. “Don’t worry, I’ve got recovery programs on here. I can try to capture as much data as I can.”

      “Search for anything on Argyle Trent to start with,” Eliard said. “I’m curious.” And besides which, the man thought. What might have happened to this guy might help us figure out just what happened to everyone else as well.

      “You got it, boss.” Irie worked, opening up small command-line boxes and running different streams of code at the wall of it, and small green boxes started flickering toward completion.

      “You’re in luck, there’s some recoverable data, but not much. Let me see now…” Irie frowned. “It seems to be some kind of log…”
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      Extreme Biosystems Laboratory Unit (EBLU).  Log 2.1. Chief-of-Staff; Argyle Trent, Ph.D.

      

      …With the completion of the Full Contact Program by the FD Unit, I have decided to start a new log here to catalog the next stage of the program. We should be expecting many great things, and I have full confidence in my team’s abilities to deliver!

      

      The text scrolled across the blackened console screen in units and phrases, sometimes making sense, other times skipping whole days and project milestones.

      

      …We have Sandra, of course, Giuseppe and Franco back on board, and I am hoping that our relationship will run as smoothly as they did on the 1.8 Log. However, we may not enjoy as much scientific and intellectual freedom as we did on 1.8, as Captain Jones has taken a direct interest in the next stage of EBLU and is demanding results. Still, that is why we are here – and we are Armcore after all, not some Imperial under-funded university laboratory!

      I expect to receive the first trial specimens tomorrow. Once Captain Jones clears them through decontamination. I did tell him that the EBLU lab would be perfectly able to detect, diagnose, and contain any outbreaks, but he was adamant. I do hope that this isn’t a sign of our later relationship together!

      

      “What trial specimens?” Eliard whispered from across the laboratory. It felt weird to be watching this man talk in another version of this very room, even with the exact same layout of tables and utensils—and yet clearly be so happy and energetic.

      

      …The cultures are reacting very well, far better than we had at first anticipated, it has to be said, here, take a look at these!

      

      Attached to the end of the message were several large, close-up images of sealed glass jars, inside of which was a strangely iridescent piece of flesh, or bone. It looked to the captain to be somewhere between coral and fungus, and he was wracking his brain to remember where he had seen something as vivid and and strange as that before.

      

      …Day seventeen, and we have had an incident…

      

      This time, Argyle’s voice was tense and frazzled with worry.

      

      …The spore culture obtained from the FFD Unit has breached its container, displaying great morphological powers and even tactile strength. We have it contained within the central quarantine station, and we have discovered that if we restrict its access to particulate energy, even latent energy and light, then we can effectively put it into a sort of stasis.

      Captain Jones has been pressing for military applications (of course) and to commence the weaponization process, but I remain adamant that we have to follow protocol and conduct live tests first….

      

      …The creature—if that is what we can call it—really is a fascinating beast! No wonder the Q’Lot were so hesitant to give it up! But thanks to FD, we have in our hands the specimen, and it is exceeding all growth expectations. Sometimes it can grow as much as several inches a day—almost the size of my hand!

      

      “Wait. Let me get this right,” Eliard said. “This was an Armcore facility, and they managed to trade with the Q’Lot? No one had even managed to talk to them!” Eliard said.

      “Full Contact Program, didn’t you hear what Argyle said?” Cassandra had made it to the back of the stool and was leaning over it, peering at the scrolling recovered data. “What other contact would they be talking about apart from a diplomatic mission with the Q’Lot?”

      “Or not so diplomatic. There are data pingbacks to this…” Irie’s fingers moved over the keypad, running searches of the data faster than their eyes could follow. The messages of the scientist of EBLU was suddenly replaced by the flickering image of space, with distant, bright but very small stars.

      And very few stars, Eliard thought. And they did not match up to any known constellations that he recognized.

      Suddenly, the footage whited out, as if something bright had exceeded its camera’s ability to mitigate. The haze diminished as the camera (whatever camera it was, and wherever it was) recalibrated and dampened the image, to reveal a bright half-oval filling the screen.

      “What is that?” It took a while for the captain’s sense of perspective to align, until he saw a small, dark object waver out from the lowest center of the image. It looked like a tiny black-metal dish, and it was being suspended on a wavering, shaking line like a metal cord. The captain had seen footage like this before. Well, not like this, but similar.

      “This is space footage, the view from a camera drone on a satellite or a rocket,” he said, and suddenly, the image made sense. They were watching some metal piece of testing equipment—a scoop of sorts—being lowered on a steel wire from a spaceship, and that was why it was wavering with the forces and pressures of the movement.

      But what was it being lowered toward? He stared at the bright, shining disk that occupied half of the screen.

      As the scoop entered the light-circumference of the disk, the bright circle flickered and adjusted in contrast to the probe, and now Eliard and the others could see that the light was really a glow, surrounding a surface as textured as the bark of an ancient tree, filled with lines and ridges and scales and brackets like a living thing.

      Or a piece of coral, just like the old myths say that the—

      “Q’Lot,” Val growled. Eliard had forgotten that Val’s people were supposedly used as war-thralls in the war between the Q’Lot and the Valyien. Even to the Duergar, it was mythical history, but they apparently still had legends that associated the Q’Lot with coral and seashells.

      “They found one. They found a Q’Lot ship,” Cassandra breathed in awe, and horror.

      “And they apparently made Full Contact, from what old Argyle pincer-boy’s log states,” Irie confirmed, as they watched the scoop descend into the glowing, crenelated surface and suddenly shake and pull wildly as it appeared to scrap along the edge, before retracting.

      The glow started to diminish as the edge of the Q’Lot ship pulled away, and the scoop finally retracted all the way to the bottom of the camera. Eliard was certain that he could see something glistening, shining and glowing at the bottom of the scoop.

      “Although it doesn’t look like contact to me,” Cassandra frowned. “That footage just looks like they managed to track down a Q’Lot ship, and then stole a sample from its hide!”

      “And then,” Eliard agreed, “they started playing around with that sample…”

      

      Update Log 71.4: The initial material investigations show that the specimen has incredible powers of adaptability to its environment. Evolutionary processes that I would have expected to take millennia are happening in hours. One biological specimen that was kept in near arctic conditions developed intense heat retention and cold resistance, while another whose chamber was laced with nerve agents developed the ability to synthesize the agent and produce its own super-toxin.

      I think on that basis alone, I can hesitantly conclude that this project will be a success! A new generation of super weaponry and super-soldiers, armor, perhaps even entire habitat systems that are perfectly designed to dominate their surroundings. There is nowhere in the universe that Armcore won’t be able to colonize…

      

      A flare of screen static, and then a floating image of three different lines of color—blue, red, and green. It looked to them to be some sort of presentation or an infographic embedded in the update log, as the lines morphed into three triangular vials, filled with either a blue, a red, or a green liquid.

      

      …Ladies and gentleman, we introduce you to the future of Armcore, and the future of space exploration, military and defense, and colonization as we understand it!

      Here at the E.B.L.U., we have managed to synthesize three different strains of the Q’Lot serum, each of which has very different applications. The blue serum is the original, purest form, which has the most pronounced mutagenic effects. Perfect for the total habitat reconstruction of, say, an uninhabitable world. Let’s say your team has crash landed on a planet that rains acid and where the air is ninety percent sulphur. The blue serum will ensure that they are able to survive.

      The red serum is specifically designed for battlefield applications, with a focus on aggressive and evolutionary traits. This can be given in small doses to fighters about to enter battle, or prolonged treatment to create a super breed of elite solider.

      And finally, we have the green serum, designed for civilian use for the short-term treatment of previously incurable maladies. It is the most heavily refined serum of the three, and it works to target the Q’Lot virus’s mutagenic abilities only on the human body’s own restorative capacities. Long-term studies are still needed…

      

      “Super-weaponry.” Eliard clapped a hand to his forehead. Of course. That was where he had seen those colors and a similar style of iridescent, almost mollusk-like keratin. “Val, do you remember that laboratory we saw in Armcore Prime? With all of those weird breastplates and visors?”

      The Duergar’s upper lip twitched in annoyance, and he nodded. That had been when they had to break in—to corner the Armcore intelligence Ponos to seek its aid, but had only succeeded in becoming its puppets against Alpha.

      “They had a lab full of just the sorts of things that this poor schmuck was talking about.” Eliard said.

      “And this is where it all started,” Cassandra breathed, looking over at the still-twitching form in the containment unit—the scientist Argyle Trent. She wondered what had happened to him to turn him into that thing.

      “There’s only one good recording left,” Irie said as she browsed through the broken bits of corrupted code. “You ready for this?”

      The rest of the Mercury’s team nodded, and Irie pressed play. The screen flickered, revealing not a text blog, but video footage of the very laboratory they were in now, only it looked very different.

      The lab was flushed with orange warning lights, and there was the heavy mechanical whine of a klaxon rising and fading, incessantly. Distant console screens flickered with static, and there were bangs and crashes.

      “EBLU Update Log…” a voice hissed as a shape in off-white overalls suddenly fell into view. The scientist Argyle Trent looked weary, exhausted, and scared. His dark hair was disheveled, and he had the look of a man who hadn’t slept for a week as his hands moved around the screen to adjust it, pull it back up into an upright sitting position.

      “I don’t know what time it is, or what number log this is at now. I guess it might not matter in a few hours…” he said hurriedly, the whites of his eyes showing.

      FZZZZT! Trent flinched as something behind him suddenly exploded into a shower of sparks under the klaxon’s baleful wail. There was something terrible happening to the laboratory, and it seemed the entire station as well, the viewers surmised as the room shook and wobbled.

      “They’re close, and all the fighters have been scrambled,” Argyle whispered. “I am keeping this record in the hopes that maybe, even if we don’t get through this, someone will find use of my research…

      “It started just last night, uh…minus six hours ago. The specimens started to react, become agitated. Their shells were flashing with colors that I didn’t even have a name for, and they were far more violent than I had previously seen. The specimens were attacking each other, killing each other, and those that won ate their fallen siblings, becoming stronger, changing, seeming to take on some of their characteristics…”

      Argyle Trent had an almost terrified expression as he looked off camera to the far side of the room. Whatever he had seen there must have been terrible, because he averted his eyes just as quickly.

      “There are only a handful left now, three or four times the size that they were. One of them is starting to shed the carapace, like it was a shell… Something is behind it… It’s got tentacles, uh…squid-like, five? Ten? I can’t see from this distance. I don’t know if the graphene-glass cells are going to hold them…”

      Trent went quiet as he looked at the morphing, unknown creatures. He seemed to have come to a decision, as the room suddenly rocked and shook once again.

      “I think they came back for them. I think the Q’Lot want them, their hybrid children…” He looked around the room, rushing off to reappear for a moment with a heavy guardsman’s rifle. “The battle outside has been raging for the last couple of hours. Nothing is stopping the enemy ships, but we’ve managed to slow them down. Maybe if I gave them these specimens back, they would let us live?”

      He didn’t even bother to turn the recording off as he moved across the scene and out of sight. There was a moment of silence, and then the hiss of pressurized doors, and the wail of a human voice.

      THWAP! THWAP! The sound of the energy rifle being discharged at close range, a rising, terrible hissing sound—

      “Argh!” A shape was thrown across the floor, wearing the unmistakable off-white overalls of Argyle, and another shape flashed across the screen—impossible to see clearly, but it appeared humanoid, taller than any mere human, and its skin was textured and laminated so that it shone in places, or was dull in others.

      For a moment, Eliard thought he saw a mass of tentacles flaring from the creature’s chest, just like the rat things, but much, much bigger.

      KAWAOAWAOO—

      The sirens continued their relentless, unceasing refrain for a long moment as the room shook and trembled with invisible detonations. The crew of the Mercury thought that was it, and Irie moved toward her wrist keypad to kill the recording, until a shape fluttered in front of the camera.

      It was a hand, covered in blood, followed by the semi-ruined face of Argyle Trent. Something had hit him across the temple, ruining his hair and face, and Eliard thought it was a wonder that the man was still even conscious.

      “I…ach…the creatures are too strong… I do not know if I have saved us or doomed us all… I think it is the end for me, unless…unless I can take advantage of the serums. Use them to heal my wounds…” Argyle coughed, struggling to keep his eyes open. He was ever the scientist to the very end, it seemed, Eliard thought. “…But…it will have to be the red, or the blue serum. My injuries are too severe. The green will not heal them quickly enough…”

      “No! Don’t do that!” Irie burst out, as the video image of Argyle crashed to the floor again, followed by the sounds of him groaning and crawling across the laboratory floor. “Look where it got you, huh?” Irie turned to scowl at the twitching, silently shouting shape in the containment box.

      FZT! There was a flash of static, and the video log ended abruptly.

      “I guess we know what happened,” Eliard drawled, following Irie’s speculative gaze. “Argyle must have taken one of those serums and locked himself into one of those containers, and there we have it. He’s still there, for how many years?”

      “It doesn’t say, but the rumors of the Device go back decades.” Cassandra winced through her pain.

      That means that Argyle was right, that the Q’Lot bio-specimen they stole made him nigh unkillable. He hasn’t eaten or drank in decades, and he’s still standing. Eliard shook himself. “And this is the Device that Ponos wants us to use against Alpha? How?”

      “Maybe they weaponized it, like at Armcore Prime. There were those Q’Lot gun things…” Cassandra said.

      “Or maybe Ponos thinks that hybrid Q’Lot technology would be a good weapon against hybrid Valyien technology,” Eliard muttered. “I don’t know if I like this. I don’t know if I want to use this. Or even could.” He pointed at the thing that had once been Argyle Trent. “I mean, look at him! Is that what Ponos thinks we have to turn into in order to defeat Alpha? Because I won’t. I don’t care what that glorified can-opener thinks.”

      “Ponos did say it would set all of Armcore on us if we failed, Captain…” Irie said gingerly.

      “Wow. What a great choice. Become an alien mutant or spend your life running from the Imperial Coalition’s largest army?” Eliard laughed sarcastically. “I’ll take my chances with the army, thanks. At least that way I still get to keep my opposable thumbs…”

      The captain took one last look at the graphene-glass containment unit and shook his head. “C’mon, crew. We’re out. I am terminating our contract.”

      “But, Eliard!” It was Cassandra, her eyes burning and sweat on her brow as she clutched at a table. “You know what the stakes are. Not just Ponos, but Alpha, too. Alpha is a hybrid intelligence of an alien race that could easily wipe us all out any time it wanted to, and bastardized with Armcore, of all things—the most aggressive military outfit ever!” She struggled.

      Eliard sympathized, a little, with what he knew was House Archival’s mission. That she had committed to stopping Alpha’s ascent to power. But was this the cost? He still couldn’t agree to this.

      “I don’t mean we throw away our humanity.” Cassandra coughed weakly. “Just that we keep on searching. Maybe the Device isn’t the Q’Lot virus or whatever that thing is. Maybe there is something else down here that Ponos wants us to use.”

      “Maybe this was a trap to get us infected by that thing!” Eliard countered, just as Cassandra fell to the floor.
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      In its graphene and glassy containment box, the eyes of the creature that had once been a human, had once been a human named Argyle Trent, twitched. In front of it was prey—human and non-humans that its claws could rend, that its teeth could eat. Even in here, in this sealed unit, he could feel the distant vibrations of their fragile bodies as they moved.

      And Argyle was so hungry. The creature didn’t remember the last time it had eaten. It didn’t even remember what food tasted like anymore, but with the arrival of these beings, something had awoken inside of it.

      The past was a blur. A long, long time of something like sleep, or death. Something that had been punctuated by strange, feverish dreams of flesh and lights and voices that spoke in garbled clicks and whirrs. If there was anything left of Argyle Trent now, it was buried far beneath what he had become.

      But the creature did know one thing—that it was awake, and that meant it had a terrible, divine mission yet to do. It had to feed. It had to grow. It had to change. It had to keep on growing and changing—becoming better in every way until all of its prey were destroyed.

      But the creature knew that it could not do those things from within here, this place.

      Under its overalls that it had worn for generations, its skin itched. It needed to get out to eat, but it could not. With all of the determined relentlessness of evolution, the thing started to morph and change, to adapt.

      Unseen from it or the prey, the ridges of the creature’s spine started to develop, to concentrate their structure. Pain speared through it, but the creature didn’t react other than to twitch and shake. This evolution was taking valuable essential resources and nutrients, but it was necessary. As the prey looked at screens and hissed at each other, the creature shook, the spine ridges developing tiny tubule holes, and then smaller ones branching off from them, and smaller still. Soon, the creature had a trio of reptilian-like scales sheathing a structure that was fantastically fragile, like a wasps’ nest made out of paper-thin threads of bone.

      Invisible to the naked eye, the structure kept growing ever more complex on smaller and smaller levels, like one of those fractal holographic images that endlessly repeats the same patterns inside of itself. Finally, eventually, the last cells were jostled into position and the organ had been created. The thing that had once been Argyle Trent twitched and shivered, its back feeling hot and electric, and the organ woke up. Tiny particles of light emitted by the overhead lights were bombarding him at every moment, passing through the graphene and glass window with no effort at all, and in turn proceeding to pass between the thin fabric weaves of the creature’s overalls. Particles of light were sleeting constantly through the universe, of course, thrown out by stars, but this patch of null space made it harder to catch them. Instead, the creature’s biology relied on much more mundane lights to capture the particles and funnel them down the tunnels and lattice structure, the smaller particles continuing like a sieve as the larger ones stopped.

      More refinements and more microscopic tunnels further subdivided and sieved the particles until just the rarest and smallest remained, moving in complicated ways, generating sparks of energy as they struck each other and interacted.

      The lattice structure was designed with an eerie precision. At this level of subatomic reality, there really was no difference between one patch of space and another. It was all just a sea of energy, and each particle that interacted was interconnected with vast systems of matter and energy many distances away.

      The creature that had once been Argyle Trent shivered its back once more, and the message had been sent. Somewhere, in the depths of the station, other creatures—similar in size but not in exact morphology to Argyle Trent—opened their eyes, awoken by the sudden chemical and quantum arrival of information. They in turn started to shiver and twitch as they realized that they were hungry, and that they had to build the organs to save them. Their own backs mutated and developed, and, like worker bees communicating, they shivered in turn and in tandem, giving speed and force to their quantum message to travel the spaces underneath space, until it connected with an object that was at once a sort of creature and a spaceship, brightly glowing and covered in frilled, bracketed corals.

      The Q’Lot.
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      “Cass? Cass!” All previous anger and frustration vanished from the captain’s mind as he hunched by the agent’s side, with Irie checking her pulse on the other. Val was grumbling in the back of his throat as he stood guard, sweeping the Judge back and forth from the room’s exit to what had become of Professor Argyle Trent.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Eliard whispered urgently. It was clear, even apart from her current unconscious state, that there was something deeply wrong with Cassandra. Her skin was pale and sweaty, and her eyes were roving back and forth underneath her eyelids. Even her hands and body were making tiny twitching movements. “Is she poisoned? Sick?”

      “How am I supposed to know, Captain? I’m an engineer, dammit, not a doctor.” Irie huffed, dropping the agent’s shaking hand. “But her pulse is through the roof. I couldn’t even count how fast it was going, and I have no idea if that is something that a human can survive or not, but she doesn’t look as though she’s doing too great.”

      “It’s the bite from that thing. It has to be. Something toxic. A poison or an infection. Who knows what sort of weird, crazy germs those things are carrying?” Eliard said in alarm, reaching for his water bottle to start dripping it over the agent’s face.

      “Urh. Hyurk…” Cassandra spluttered. Her eyes fluttered and then closed again, but at least she was moaning now and almost-awake.

      “We have to get her back to the ship. Get her to a medical facility.” Eliard was sliding his hands underneath her, lifting her up.

      “She might not even make it, Captain,” Irie pointed out. “We’re in null space. We can’t jump anywhere at the moment. The best we can do is try to find some medical supplies right here.”

      “What are you suggesting? Just letting her die?” El snapped harshly. He was even surprised at himself, at the strength of emotions that he felt for this harsh-tongued, difficult House Archival woman.

      “No! But this is a research station, right? There has to at least be some antibiotics and tranquilizers, right? Maybe there’s even a full genetic sequencer. We can activate her own healing processes in there and give her a fighting chance!” Irie said steadily. “Like I said, Captain, I don’t know about human bodies, but I know about machines. There’s nothing on board the Mercury that will keep her alive for the time it will take us to get to the nearest medical facility. And that is even without Ponos sending waves of Armcore interceptors or raiders coming at us on the journey, either.”

      “Is that your professional opinion, Engineer?” Eliard frowned at her. What does she know? She said she didn’t understand human bodies anyway.

      “It is. Just tranquilizers if need be. Something to slow her heart rate down, lower her temperature, and give her system something to fight back against whatever this is,” Irie said practically.

      “Fine. Move.” Eliard stood up, holding Cassandra to his chest as he turned to the door. “Val? Change of plan.”

      “I heard. Find medical supplies. Get out. Deal with the consequences later.”

      “You got it,” Eliard said tersely, as they hurried back into the waiting corridor outside.
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      “Irie? Any time now would be good…” Eliard was snippy, his eyes fixed on the murmuring agent in his arms as they stood outside the main bulkhead door that led into the station.

      It looks like you’re going to get your wish, Eliard thought to the woman who looked only a few heartbeats away from death. We’re going to go through the station and find the thing we came here for.

      Why did he suddenly care? A part of his mercenary heart rebelled. There was a time when he would have ignored Irie, stuffed the agent onto the deck of the Mercury, and flown off for the nearest medical station, willing to take the risk that she might die.

      But things have changed now, haven’t they? the man thought, as images of the Trader’s Belt exploding into flames was fresh in his mind. That had been Armcore, searching for him, and her. How many people had lost their lives because of him that day, and his insistence on his ridiculous, reckless adventures?

      If I hadn’t cheated Trader Hogan then I wouldn’t have been so desperate to steal that Valyien tech. If I hadn’t thought that I alone, of every ship’s captain and pirate out there, was so brilliant as to outwit the entirety of Armcore, then the Trader’s Belt wouldn’t have been so devastated as it had been.

      It just seemed like everywhere he went, and everything he did, he was only bringing bad luck on himself and everyone around him.

      ‘One day, this reckless behavior will catch up with you, Eliard!’ The words of his dead father, now many years in the grave, reverberated through the years. ‘You will amount to nothing. You don’t care about anything or anyone but yourself!’

      It had been true, the captain thought as Irie worked tirelessly ahead of him, patching her wrist computer to the main bulkhead door panel and trying to break the code that would unlock it. Well, it had certainly been true about him not caring for the Martin family name, or the Trevalyn Academy, or his father the Imperial General.

      As a younger man—almost ten years ago now—he had fled that place in order to start a new life out there in the Trader’s Belt, working his way up from just a petty courier on his stolen Mercury Blade racer to become one of the fastest and best pirates in the entirety of Imperial space. Or at least, that was what he thought, anyway.

      But something had happened to him since meeting Agent Cassandra Milan. What was it? Was it the fact that he had to win her trust? To make her respect him? It was different with Irie and Val—they were crew. They might argue like cats and dogs, but they were also together no matter what. Them against the universe.

      But with Cassandra, it had been different. She had saved him when he had been drowning in that water world. She had fought alongside him, she had made him see that there was a life beyond what he wanted for himself—the riches, the money, the loot.

      Damnit, she had given me a mission, he thought, hating himself even more. And look what it had done to her, and to the rest of them. Before, when Eliard had been uncaring and unfeeling about the victims and the peripheral people his activities made him trample over, he had been Captain El, the feared, the brave, the daring.

      But Cassandra had made him see that Alpha and Armcore both posed a far greater threat to Imperial space than he could fathom. She had made him think about the little people that he had ignored, that his noble house upbringing had made him ignore. Seeing Senior CEO Tomas of Armcore, and before that Trader Hogan—how they hadn’t cared for all the people they destroyed in their pursuit of power—had made Eliard realize that he didn’t want to end up like that. He didn’t want to end up like his father, of all people. His father, who had been the General. His father, who had been powerful but hated, who had died with a wife and children, but no one who even liked him.

      I don’t want to be that guy, he thought. I want to do something right, for once.

      FZT! There was a hiss from the door, and Irie looked over. “I’ve got the controls. Are you ready?” She had the computers in her hands, and El had Cassandra in his. That meant that there was only Val able to defend them when the door opened.

      “Wait,” the Duergar grumbled irritably, releasing the handle of the Judge for a moment and beckoning to Eliard. “This isn’t going to work. Put her on my back. We need your guns.”

      “She’ll fall off!” Eliard clutched Cassandra a little tighter. Just don’t die. If there is one thing I can do, then please, for the love of the stars, don’t die!

      “Tie her feet and hands if you have to,” Val growled. When a Duergar growled, it was the sort of thing that couldn’t be ignored. Seeing the sense of his suggestion, as there was no sense in them all dying because they couldn’t defend themselves, Eliard worked quickly to make a haphazard sling from his own utility belt. Within moments, he had the agent strapped to Val’s back like she was a sack of goods.

      “Sorry…” Eliard winced as the agent moaned and mumbled feverishly.

      “Okay, Irie. Good to go,” Val said, raising the Judge toward the door as the mechanic hit the button.
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      In the hidden spaces and the darkened corners of the research station, shapes moved. The creatures had once been human, but now, their genetic structure had been almost entirely taken over by the Q’Lot virus spreading through their bodies.

      It had happened fast, as soon as they were infected—whether by accident or by the directives of the Armcore E.B.L.U laboratory. The changes had first wracked their bodies with pain, but then, within just moments, the virus had invaded their pain receptors and changed them. Trained them. Some sensations were not to be thought of as pain, but as possibilities. Most sensations were beneath their new genetic directive.

      Their human selves had started to disintegrate as fast as their human DNA, leaving creatures with alien desires, alien thoughts. The only motivations that were recognizable were the residual animal ones, the evolutionary urges encoded in the base of their amygdala thanks to some thousands and hundreds of millennia of mammalian evolution.

      Hunt. Fight. Eat. Kill. Survive.

      Perhaps the Q’Lot virus did not have such impulses and imperatives—their ships certainly did not always destroy everything that they encountered. But when married to the human animal genome, they formed a new and terrifying breed of predator, able to adapt in hours, to mutate and change their morphology until they had the upper hand.

      In one darkened space under a metal gantry, one of the creatures lay cocooned in a bed of scale-like bluish lichen. The Q’Lot virus had broken out across the entire station, waiting for more biological life to infect. The scales cracked, started to open, petals of shell and leathery skin fragments until the creature that had been sleeping in stasis suddenly reacted. The quantum message of its fellow had reached it, and its own quantum bone organ was even now shivering and twitching into life on its back.

      But more than that, like an insect or a spider explodes into life at the nearness of its prey, so too did this Q’Lot hybrid—strange ichor pumping through remade veins that had once housed human blood. The tentacles on its chest and neck writhed in anticipation of the meat and flesh that it would consume. Its delicate senses registered heat, and movement, as it climbed out of its crawlspace to taste the air.

      There. It had found them. The intruders.

      The prey.
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      “Clear!” Val boomed, sweeping his rifle across the empty space of the room on the other side of the bulkhead. It looked to be some sort of staging area, a metal spiral of stairs heading up, and three more corridors extending in different directions.

      “Where’s the medical bay?” Eliard hissed in annoyance. There was more of that blue-scale lichen (as he was starting to think of it) over every conceivable surface, and now he knew what had happened. It had broken out of its containment when the Q’Lot had attacked, and effectively taken over the station.

      “Which way?” Irie was calling.

      Eliard didn’t know. But there were three corridors, and a set of stairs. That meant… “We split up. The search will be quicker that way. Remember, we’re just after medical supplies, nothing else, okay?”

      “Sure thing, boss,” Val said, already stomping forward with the agent strapped to his back. Eliard paused, watching her. She was probably safer with the Duergar than she was anywhere else in this station, after all. Still, it didn’t feel good leaving her.

      “Captain,” Irie said to him, again, gesturing to his left as she indicated she would take the nearer right passageway. “Go.”

      The captain did.
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      The left-hand passage appeared to lead to more official rooms than the ones in the outer station, the captain thought. No guard lockers or loading bays here. Instead, the first room appeared to be some type of situation room, with its bulkhead door already open onto an octagonal space, surrounded by working console desks. There were smashed console screens on the floor, a flipped chair. The overhead screens were cracked and appeared to be barely hanging from their supports.

      “Well, it looks like there was action in here…” Eliard took a step in, his old training kicking in. He wasn’t sure if it was his time spent at Trevalyn Academy or all his years spent as a pirate, but as he looked over the scene, he could make out the signs of sudden threat, and formed a quick assessment. He imagined crew rushing to their consoles, hurriedly responding to reports. But what happened after that? No signs of blood on the walls, or the scorch marks of weapon fire.

      It was the whole station that was rocking and shaking. Heavy attack? But once again, Eliard couldn’t remember seeing any signs of damage on the exterior of the station when they had docked.

      He paused, standing over the nearest console. A part of him wondered whether he should try to access the servers, see what had happened. But, no. He shook his head. He was here to find medical supplies for Cassandra, and nothing else.

      But the computers might have a schematic of where the medical bays are, he argued with himself. And if I can get the transmitters to work, I can send a distress call to the nearest medical ship.

      He hit the nearest keyboard, holding his hand over the sensor to see the green lights flare into a dimmed existence. One of the overhead screens start to flicker with static for a moment, before an android voice broke the silence.

      WARNING! MANDATORY EVACUATION! ALL CREW MEMBERS MUST REPORT TO THE LOADING BAYS IMMEDIATELY! MANDATORY EVACUATION!

      The words blared into the room.

      “Dammit!” Eliard hit the console, trying to turn it off.

      WARNING! SECURE THE DEVICE BEFORE DISEMBARKING! WARNING!

      “The Device?” Eliard looked up at the singular working screen. That was what Ponos had sent them here for. A mysterious weapon that was rumored to be able to kill anything. He had thought that it had been the virus, but that was apparently wrong. He saw, flickering in and out of existence, the schematics for a teardrop-shaped item, revolving on the screen with lines of code and notes streaming around to it, pointing out various features. None of it made sense to Eliard, but as the console fuzzed with static and then came back to its looped recommendations, Eliard stared intently at the thing that could have been a torpedo or a bomb or a pod of some kind—only this time, he was sure that he saw a handle sticking out the underside of it.

      A handle…like for a rifle?

      The warning was so loud that he didn’t hear the scrape of approaching claws—talons that had once been feet, and had once been housed in security boots but had long since broken out.

      “Shut up!” the Captain was saying, as the creature from under the metal gantry slid into the room.
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      This isn’t right, Irie thought as she looked at the room she found herself in. It was another kind of laboratory, but this one was…different.

      There were five apparent heaps of the blue-scaled material on the floor, their fronds joining with the floor and spreading across it like moss. One might think that it was some kind of alien garden that had taken over this room, apart from the fact that thick cords of roots stretched from each of the low mounds to the others, and ‘branches’ like bone coral had erupted from their tops to arch inward, like a bower.

      And there, hanging in the middle of the bower, was what could only be called a cocoon. It was about the size of Irie’s forearm, and was tear-drop shaped, with a fine interwoven lattice of green and blue scales across its surface. What was even weirder was that the fat, bulbous end appeared to be stubbed with small horn-like projections. On its underside was something that could only be called a handle. She could even clearly see, in the leather scales, the grip positions for a hand.

      “What the hell…” Irie walked around it, looking at it.

      The construction of the thing, although organic and bizarre, struck a chord with her somewhere. The root-like cords going from one mound to the next, and then the coral-like supports holding the cocoon. To her, this made sense as a machine, not as some strange type of plant. On a whim, she took out a small emissions reader and flicked the top, knowing that it would pick up on any large or subspace frequencies.

      It did. There was energy flowing between the mounds in the roots and shooting up the coral brackets in rhythmic bursts that were far too regular to be purely animal.

      Irie was looking at an organic machine occupying the laboratory. She wasn’t even sure if the Armcore scientists had installed this, or if the Q’Lot had.

      And what was worse was that there was something terrifyingly exact about the proportions of each of those mounds. About six-by-two feet wide, a foot or two high.

      Just like a body…she thought, kneeling closer to change the frequency of the emissions scanner, recalibrating it to ping x-rays. It was a hunch, but Irie had always been good at hunches. She opened her wrist computer console as she moved the emissions meter over the nearest mound, and received, in hazy, blurry blue lines, the picture of an object inside the softer layers of alien tissue.

      It had a spine, and a rounded head. Two arms, and two legs.

      “Oh my god!” She staggered back, looking at the thing once more. This was something that had been powered, or made, or was even—she hated to think—born from five human bodies. She didn’t like this at all. Whatever it was, it did not fit into her perfectly-ordered world view of nuts and bolts and physical laws.

      —mandatory evacuation—

      The alarms were muted and distant and made Irie raise her head to the doorway in alarm. She was lucky in that regard, although Irie Hanson might not have felt it right at that moment. The sudden distraction had meant that she saw the creature’s shadow as it slid around the door, and the sound was so muted that she could hear its hiss when it realized that it had been spotted…

      “Crap!” She raised her rifle to fire at it, three quick blasts. The thing was moving too fast, though, already flashing across the room, behind a line of steel cabinets.

      THWAM! THWAM! The mechanic was taking no chances. She flicked the rifle over to full-clip mode and started firing at the cabinets and the thing behind it. There was an inhuman screech as a cabinet buckled and exploded, but the thing was still moving, jumping behind the mounds.

      No! Irie paused her firing for a split-second, as she did not know what would happen if she shot the strange alien machine, but her pause was enough for the thing to vault over the coral and the mounds and land beside her, one backward-pointing claw extending and lashing out in a heartbeat—

      “Argh!” Irie felt the pain score across her arm as the force of the blow sent her head over heels back against the opposing wall, knocking the rifle from her hands and sending it skidding across the floor…

      The mechanic was in pain and confused, wondering if she was concussed as she heard the heavy claws of the creature land just behind and above her.

      BLAM! BLAM! BLAM! The captain exploded into the room, quite literally as he held up his two blaster pistols and fired it at the creature. The thing screeched and fell back, twitching and turning to attack once more.

      “Get up!” Eliard screamed as another of one of the creatures emerged behind him, half of its face smoking from laser blast but still very much alive and very much angry. They were surrounded. Only one of them had a weapon. “Here.” Eliard threw the wounded, groggy Irie one of his blasters as he kept unloading his energy clip at the one he had saved Irie from, and, with both hands, the mechanic fired the borrowed pistol at the creature that had been chasing the captain.

      They were humanoid, but only just. These ones, unlike the Argyle Trent creature in its cage, had lost their human clothes and instead revealed a loping body some seven feet tall with heavy blue and brown carapace scales over their shoulders, arms, and back. A pronounced ridge of bone tines swept down their backs into small, stubby tails, and their heads were little more than nubs of scar tissue and horn. But what was terrifying about them was the fact that they all had the same throat-neck tentacle arrangement that the mutated rat things had, writhing and quivering around a maw of serrated teeth.

      “Die, damn you!” Irie shouted at the creature that had been chasing Eliard. She was lucky, perhaps, that this one had already been seriously injured. She managed to shoot it several times before it flipped to one side, as fast as an acrobat. She followed it, but—

      Eliard was trying to fire on the one that he had hit before, but as many of his shots were seeming to crackle over the scales in a blue flare of sparks as they were making the creature squeal. It’s adapting to them, he had a moment to think, just as the creature bounded through the air to land at his side and backhand him and the firing blaster across the face.

      TZAP! Eliard felt the powerful kick of energy as the thing’s forearm hit him, as the creature discharged the blaster energy that it had managed to absorb and store. He was thrown backward, skidding into the pile of scaled mounds and coral.

      “Captain!” Irie screamed, trying to track the creature in front of her and rolling out of the way of the creature that landed behind her. She kicked one of the cabinets in its path. It was limping, but it still had the strength to kick it out of the way.

      Irie’s back hit the opposite wall of the laboratory. She was cornered, but at least she had one of the monsters straight in her sights. Click. Irie pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. It was out of energy.

      “Tssss!” The second creature that had been following the Captain landed on its backward-jointed legs beside its kin as they both turned, limped, and took a step toward their prey.

      “Skreeeach!” A sound like a meson torpedo firing at close distance, as a bolt of burning white energy hit the pair of monsters and sent them flying through the air. The flash was blinding, and Irie felt herself picked up and slammed against the wall once again by the force of the explosion. She saw stars, and her ears were ringing.

      “Irie? Irie?” When the smoke and the dust had cleared—and Irie could hear again—she saw that the two alien creatures were gone, but in their place was a jagged hole in this room burned clear through to the level below. Melting metal glowed and dripped, and wires fizzes and popped.

      “Captain? What happened?” the mechanic coughed as the captain limped out of the smoke, skirting carefully around the hole that he had made.

      “It looked like a weapon, and I didn’t have anything else, so…” She saw that attached to the captain’s right arm—no, covering the captain’s right arm—was the entirety of the strange teardrop-like device that had been hanging in the center of the organic machine. Irie could see that overlapping scales had fixed smoothly around his forearm, and that his hand was invisible inside of the thing. The handle that she had spotted must have grown over the captain’s hand or else been drawn back inside the body of the device.

      She watched as the ‘mouth’ of the thing—pronounced nubs of crystalline bone—started to close and stop glowing, although a wisp of steam was coming out of it.

      “Oh,” Irie said, unable to clearly hear her own voice. “I think it vaporized them.”

      “Well, I think that’s a bit of them, and that, and that.” The captain wobbled, looking at bits of dark, burnt meat around the room.

      “What by the bones happened here?” grumbled a voice from the doorway. It was Val, holding his rifle and with Cassandra still attached to his back.
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      “Captain… What is that thing on your arm?” the Duergar growled.

      “This? Oh…uh, it’s the Device. The one that Ponos sent us to get,” he said distractedly, crossing to Cassandra on Val’s back and checking her eyes. They were unfocused, and she was making feverish, gnashing-teeth noises as she twitched.

      Oh, Cass… Eliard felt the sharp, piercing pain of shame and guilt as he realized that he still hadn’t found any medical supplies to help her, and when he asked Val, the big alien just shook his head.

      “We got a canteen and some of those rat things instead. Horrible little buggers.” The Duergar shivered, growling as it continued to look at the Device. “Does that thing come off?”

      “Yeah, well, I think so…” Eliard made to move his forearm out of it, to feel a moment of resistance. Before their eyes, the sides started to constrict and fold in on themselves and the scales opened to reveal Eliard’s hand holding something like a bone-scepter of deep midnight blue and black. The captain flexed his wrist and waved it in the air a little. “It’s a bit tight, and my skin feels a little tingly, but no lasting harm done. I think…”

      “Don’t trust the Q’Lot,” Val grumbled, shrugging at the feverish agent on his back. “Their technology doesn’t mix with ours. They don’t mix with us. It’s different.”

      “Come on, Val. There was a time that the Imperial Coalition said that about the Duergar as well.”

      “And they would be right,” the Duergar scowled. “We are different.”

      But Eliard could see what he meant. Cassandra was shaking now, and there was a white foam forming at the corners of her mouth. She looked as though she was going into toxic shock, and they still didn’t have any medical supplies.

      “But, Captain,” Irie whispered. “There is one thing that will save her…”

      Eliard looked at her, and he saw her suggestion in her eyes. “No. Absolutely not. No way.”

      “She’s been infected by something, by this Q’Lot virus or whatever it is anyway, right?” Irie pushed herself to her feet. “We know that whatever the E.B.L.U. was working on had the ability to heal all injuries, to give the person’s body the ability to heal itself.”

      “At what expense? Turning her into one of those things?” Eliard gripped the bone scepter so hard that he felt it changing, starting to grow back into the larger weapon it had once been.

      “No, Captain. You heard what that Argyle Trent was saying on the log. That they were working on diluted serums. Ones that would allow the Armcore soldiers to keep their original human DNA.”

      “And look where it got him!” Eliard pointed out. “The guy is immortal, and has crab claws.”

      “He took the red serum,” Irie pointed out. “Or even, God forbid, the blue, and he’s been in that unit for decades without any sort of other medical intervention. I’m talking about giving Cassandra the green serum. The one designed for human health, right? We could just give Cass enough to have a fighting chance, and then, as soon as we get her back to the Mercury, we fill her up with every medication we have until we can get Ponos’s help.”

      “No.” Eliard shook his head. “I won’t do it.”

      “Then you will have to watch her die,” Irie said stubbornly.

      “But it was an experimental serum, Irie!” the captain burst out.

      “And it hadn’t been tested yet, I know. But Armcore knew what they were getting themselves in for, before the Q’Lot arrived,” Irie said seriously, before sighing deeply and taking a breath. “Look at it this way. We’ve failed. I respect your decision because you’re the captain, and I understand why you don’t want to mess with Cassandra’s DNA, but I also think that you’re stupid if you’re not going to take a chance when you have one.”

      Eliard glared at her, wishing that his little mechanic didn’t quite make so much sense all the time. But she did. It was her practical mind, he supposed. The green serum really was the only hope that they had of saving her right now. “But not the others. Not the Red, and no way in hell the Blue,” Eliard said stubbornly.

      “Then we’d better do it quick, because she looks pretty bad,” Irie said softly as Cassandra started to spasm.

      Without a word, the crew of the Mercury Blade moved as one, back to the E.B.L.U. laboratory where this particular nightmare had started.
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      “Where is it!?” Eliard was complaining as they ran back into the ruined room to start ransacking through drawers and cabinets. In the middle of the room, the pincered form of Argyle Trent was still twitching and looking at them intently, opening and closing his mouth as if he could taste them. It gave Eliard the creeps.

      Don’t think about Cassandra turning into one of those things, he told himself over and over again as he moved to the back of the room. There were metal units built into the walls with reinforced glass windows. Odd tools and machines sat in them, little grabber hands holding test tubes, or plates held just a few centimeters apart from each other.

      “C’mon, c’mon…” He moved from unit to unit until he found one where a hiss of cool steam partially obscured a tray of test tubes standing in their own plastic holders. This had to be it. He hit the buttons on the outside until the door hissed and the tray slid out.

      Squeeeeeak! The sound of Argyle’s claw scratching across the glass made the captain’s jaw ache.

      “Shut up!” He snatched the tray and carried it to a metal table, swept the equipment and console screens and everything else from it, and put the tray down as Irie detached the House Archival Agent from Val and laid her on the table as carefully as she could. It was a struggle, as Cassandra’s limbs were shaking and thrashing.

      “Whoa! Steady!” Eliard said, peering at the tiny tubes of glass at their contents. There. A selection of five tiny glass containers with a green serum contained within, and another five with red, and another five with blue. Very gingerly, Eliard picked up one of the green tubes and held it between thumb and finger as if it might explode. “What do I do with it? Where are the instructions?” He looked again at the tray, and then at the chilled unit it had come from. Absolutely nothing. Do I pour it down her mouth? Inject her with it?

      “Give it here,” Val grumbled. He grabbed the tiny green-filled tube between his massive talons, flicking off the cap with one claw, and proceeded to pour the stuff down Cassandra’s throat.

      “Wait! You don’t know—” Eliard said in horror.

      “Neither do you. But at least I did something about it.” Val shrugged. He was a born warrior, Eliard reflected. Such worries were not a part of his makeup. “She either dies of the illness or this, or she survives.” The Duergar stepped back as Cassandra’s body suddenly relaxed on the table, as still and as silent as the dead.
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      “She’s dead,” Irie whispered.

      The laboratory had fallen into a low murmur of noise: the hissing of broken machinery, and the subtle ticking of the monster that had been Argyle Trent on the window of his containment cell.

      No. Eliard watched as his engineer checked Cassandra’s wrist for a pulse then again at her neck, leaning over to put an ear over her mouth, before pulling back up slowly. The look on her face said it all when she turned to Eliard.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No.”

      “She was one tough cookie, Captain,” Irie said carefully, frowning at the body, and then at her feet. “I was even starting to like her.”

      So was I. The Captain couldn’t believe it. How could this fierce, strong, and wickedly smart woman just die like that? After what—being bitten by a rat creature!?

      “It was that damn serum.” The captain felt a spike of hate and hurt feelings score through his body. Even though he knew that probably wasn’t true, he heard his mouth saying, “She might still be alive if we hadn’t given it to her.” If you two hadn’t have given it to her, his darker self sneered silently. It had been Irie’s plan to use the serum, and it had been the Duergar who had finally forced it down her throat. What were they thinking?

      “We had no choice, Cap,” Irie mumbled, before falling silent under his fierce glare.

      “Boss—” Val started to say gruffly, but Eliard cut him off.

      “No. She’s dead. We might as well leave her.” Something was happening inside of Eliard, a tidal change of emotions that he had experienced only a few times before.

      That time when my father had hit me for the last time, and I looked at him and realized that I would never, ever live under his roof again.

      That time when the Trevalyn Academy Magister made me stand in front of the class and repeat the Imperial Coalition Oath for my disobedience, and I realized that I didn’t mean any of it.

      That time when my father told me that he would force me to join the Imperial navies, and I knew that I was going to steal his Mercury Blade racer before the moons rose that very night.

      Eliard Martin had been accused of being intractable, even difficult, in the past by various employers and his crew. But that was just the thin visible edge of the truth. He knew that he acted wild and reckless, uncaring and brash, but the truth was that he was capable of very deep emotions, and very deep feelings of jealousy, pride, and shame. Maybe it was true for every royal brat like himself, or maybe it was some malady of his own genetic makeup. But the truth was that once Eliard had been hurt, he was capable of terrible things.

      It felt like his insides were freezing. He had been a fool to start caring for Cassandra, just as he had been a fool to trust her, maybe even to let her on his boat. She was a house agent, for stars’ sake, he thought. She was always going to leave him and his crew, and they would always be better off without her.

      I should always have just kept my eyes on the prize. On the payment, he told himself as he turned from the table, unable to even look at the cadaver that had been his friend. It was his fault. She was dead because it was his fault.

      No, he argued with himself. He had let himself start to believe that he was anything other than a cheap and nasty space pirate. Who had he been kidding? Coldly, he totaled what he should expect to make from this mission.

      From Ponos? Nothing. That Armcore intelligence was holding them to ransom, trying to get them to kill Alpha for it. Well, two can play at that game.

      From House Archival? Eliard and his crew had been promised one million Imperial credits for information about Alpha. Would they still honor their offer when one of their prized agents was lying dead in an invisible research station at the far end of space? Eliard knew that most of the people he usually worked with wouldn’t, but House Archival would. They exhibited that rare streak of selfless, idiotic righteousness that ran through some of the Imperial Houses—just like House Martin was supposed to have, he tried not to think. You couldn’t trust House Merriman as far as you could throw them—which wouldn’t be very far, given their commitment to overindulgence—but some of the houses really believed in all of that ‘being the best human’ crap that Eliard’s father had tried to beat into him. Yes, House Archival would honor their contract and pay the money, even without the return of Agent Cassandra.

      “We’re out,” Eliard said, nodding to the door. “Keep your eyes peeled, I don’t want any more of us getting bitten by those rat-things.”

      “But, Captain! We can’t just leave her here. The rats…the blue scale…” Irie looked horrified.

      “A good fighter deserves a good funeral,” the Duergar grumbled.

      Eliard ignored them. “I don’t need to remind you that we’ve got employers waiting, and we’ve got something that everyone wants.” He hefted the strange black shell-bone scepter. “Irie? Grab those serums as well. I’m sure that someone will pay thousands for that.”

      “But, Captain!” The mechanic made to put a hand on his arm, but he snapped at her and was already stepping out of the laboratory door.

      And it was in that precise moment when the entire station shook and trembled, as if it had been struck by something.
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      “Now what!?” Eliard snarled at the empty corridor that was starting to tilt. He struggled to maintain his balance. “Can’t a guy loot an abandoned station and make some money in peace anymore?”

      “Boss…” Irie said reproachfully, following him out the bulkhead, but looking back at the sprawled form of the house agent on the table behind them.

      “Get moving! We got what we came for!” Eliard barked. His tone was such that, when Val and Irie shared a look behind his back, they knew that the captain would not brook any further argument. They had only ever seen him like this rarely, and it was usually before he did something either impossibly brave, or obscenely stupid.

      But as soon as the crew of the Mercury Blade stepped out into the corridor, their concerns were momentarily eclipsed by a strange sight.

      The entire corridor was moving.

      No, it wasn’t the corridor that was moving, Eliard thought as his eyes tracked another ripple that spread its way along the floors and walls, like a pulse. It was the patches of the blue-scale lichen. They twitched and fluttered, spreading out in ripples of force like it was deep underwater.

      “What’s happening to it?” Eliard said in alarm, making sure that he didn’t step on the strange stuff as he walked.

      “It seems to be reacting to something, but…” Irie shook her head. Whatever this was, it was beyond her mechanical know-how.

      Eliard scowled and kept moving. He wasn’t going to allow some alien space virus to stop him from completing this mission. He had taken almost two steps when something boomed far away against the hull, and the entire station rocked. The lights flickered overhead, turning from the dimmed white-blue to a flashing orange.

      “That’s an emergency light. This place is under attack.”

      “The raiders?” Irie wondered aloud.

      “No idea. But somehow, they managed to see this place, underneath that invisibility shield,” Eliard croaked, picking up his pace as he rounded the curve in the tunnel.

      BOOM! The tunnel shook once more, and this time, he saw the ripple of the lichen spreading away from the noise. Maybe that was all it was, a reaction to sound?

      “Gah!” Irie shouted in shock and fear behind him. He spun around to see that one of her boots had gotten stuck in the blue-scale lichen, which had somehow morphed in moments to a large, plant-like growth, wrapping blue-green vines around her ankle. “Get this thing off me!” she screamed. Val stepped forward, snatching her bodily and pulling her up into the air. The Duergar was a near seven-foot-tall, solid mass of muscle and he was easily strong enough to pick up the diminutive, compact engineer, but, with a fair degree of horror, Eliard saw that the alien-like vines weren’t giving up on their prey. They stretched and unraveled, blue-scale plates fracturing and bursting as the stringy growths were pulled from their alien habitat.

      “Watch out!” Eliard reacted, raising the strange bone scepter with the intention of firing it. The thing sensed his actions and unfolded itself into its far larger, forearm-encompassing cannon. With a powerful whump of energy, the captain sent a ball of energy into the vines, obliterating their grasp of his crew member and creating a horrid, acrid smell. He could almost swear that he had heard a squeal.

      “Holy crap. Holy star crap, I thought I was a goner,” Irie kicked off the last of the wilting and burnt vines as Val put her down, and they turned to run faster down the corridor as the entire station shook.

      “They’re getting taller!” Eliard shouted, blasting at one of the patches of lichen that stretched from floor to wall, grown out from its stationary home in seconds, sending out more of the blue-green runners, roots, and vines to taste and wave in the air. Within moments, it was like running into a jungle clearing as the blue-scale virus started to mutate and grow at an exponential rate, threatening to choke the way forward.

      “Rargh!” It was Val’s turn to be caught, as the much larger Duergar was an unmissable target for the alien plant. The small, knot-like little vines had reached out to grab the big alien’s ankles and sucker onto his shoulder armor, but the Duergar was managing to push onwards, snapping the vines as he barreled forward—although he was slowing fast.

      “C’mon!” Eliard snarled, firing the Device ahead of them to clear the way. Was that the bulkhead door to the hangar bay that he could see up ahead? As frustration and fear mingled in his gut, he pulled the trigger and the Device seemed to respond to his level of enthusiasm, flaring a bright light as an incandescent ball of energy burned a hole through the tunnel, through the blue-scale vines, and cracked the bulkhead door behind it.

      I don’t even know what fuel this thing uses, Eliard thought, his ears ringing with the sound of the blast. But it seemed to have different settings—settings that were at least partially controlled by how angry or determined he was to kill...?

      Whatever. He didn’t care how it worked right now, he just had to make sure that it did. He thought about the body of Cassandra, lying back behind them somewhere and probably even now being covered by the terrible blue-scale mutation…

      THUMP! This time, the blast from the Device filled the corridor with white-hot plasma, burning a hole that reached the walls and even scorched the metal.

      “Captain? Captain!” Irie was floundering behind him, rubbing her eyes and shaking her head from the Device’s deafening rapport.

      “It’s okay. We’re clear now,” he said, although he was sure that from the ringing in his own ears that his crew wouldn’t be able to hear him. He pointed to where the Device had not only killed all the attacking blue-scale ahead of then, but it had also seemed to destroy the two-foot-thick bulkhead door. They could even see the Mercury Blade on the other side.

      And their ship was slowly being covered by the blue-scale vines.

      “Come on!” Eliard shouted at his crew, running with them into the hangar and racing along the gantry that was quickly being taken over by the alien lifeform. Eliard raised the Device, but then realized that he couldn’t fire it, not at the Mercury—he might end up destroying his own ship!

      No! He watched as the vines snaked their way up the landing legs, and started to explore the lower hull, seeking the ports and windows—

      “What?” Eliard felt the Device change on his arm. Not just physically, but he could also feel it inside of his head somehow. His frustration sharpened as he realized they were about to be trapped, and it turned into a mental image of a blade.

      Huh? When he shook his head, he could see that the Device had once again compacted down into its glistening, bone-shell state, but now it had grown over his hand and wrist, forming a curving blade that gleamed like obsidian, with a smaller, pointed backwards blade extending behind it.

      The Device had adapted itself to my requirements, he thought as he leapt, sweeping his arm out in an arc that brought the alien blade into contact with the vine. The blade seemed to emit its own fizz of white energy as it sliced through the growth with ease.

      “Ahah!” he shouted gleefully, turning to hack and slice at the rest of the material threatening to cover his precious ship.

      This is what makes the Device so important, he realized. It’s like the blue-scale virus, but truly weaponized. Turned into a weapon that would adapt itself to whatever enemy you were facing…

      And that was why Ponos thought that it might be able to kill Alpha.

      With the engines and the cargo bay doors freed, Eliard hit his palm to the release mechanism to see the metal doors of the Mercury slide down. He helped Irie inside as Val bounded in behind them.

      “Get us in the air!” he called to Irie, who was already flinging herself down the rear steps to the engine room as Val Pathok collapsed into one of the gunnery seats and slid down the targeting visor. He didn’t need to be told what to fire at, as he started blasting the under-slung cannons at the great drifts and approaching mountains of the blue-scale.

      Eliard spared a brief look at the empty, interlinked gunner’s chair where Cassandra had so recently sat, before he clamped down on that misery. There’s no time to mourn. There’s no point grieving over something that you can’t do anything about, anyway.

      He jumped up the small flight of metal stairs to the cockpit and started flicking the switches and pulling the levers that would get the Mercury into the air.

      “Engine’s cycling. All systems go!” Irie’s voice came over the internal ship communicators, and Eliard nodded to the blackened hole that had been the bulkhead door. He half-expected to see her standing there for some reason, alive and her face full of determination, but she wasn’t. Cassandra Mila, the House Archival Agent and lately a crewmember of the Mercury Blade, was dead.

      “Buckle up.” The station suddenly swayed and rocked once again, sending the Mercury sliding across its holding gantry with a screech and a squeal of sparks.

      “Firing landing thrusters,” Eliard called as one hand held the wheel and the other flicked switches to one side. The Mercury Blade started to lift from the gantry, even as more of the blue-scale growth reached for it. “Firing directional boosters. I want full power ahead, and I want those doors opened, Val!” he shouted as the Blade wobbled into the air and swung out across the open space.

      “Aye, aye, boss.” Val punched his wrists forward and back, and both of the meson rail canons underneath started firing in tandem, shooting globs of purple-white fire at the closed and blue-scale-matted doors.

      “Engine cycling at sixty-two percent,” Irie called. That would be enough to outpace most everyday Armcore fighters, and even the raiders. His bird was fast, Eliard thought.

      The bulkhead before them started to glow with the repeated explosions, and then, with a burst of escaping gases and flame, the external doors that had opened automatically exploded outward under Val Pathok’s barrage. The sudden loss of pressure shot the Mercury forward, at the same time Eliard fired the main thrusters.

      The rockets roared from the back of the Mercury Blade, and the golden-red wedge-shaped vessel was flung out into space, burning through the void as it did so—to see just what had been attacking the station.

      It was the Q’Lot.
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      The ship was unlike anything that Eliard had ever seen, even unlike the rumors and the stories that washed around the Trader’s Belt of what the Q’Lot must be like. After everything that he had already seen today, a part of the captain was surprised to discover that he was shocked.

      The Q’Lot ship was more like an event, or a weather pattern—if deep space could have weather—in the way that it defied the mind and confused the eye.

      It glowed, like a nebula, and it was bright, refracting and oscillating colors so that it was like staring into a prism. Behind it, or rather, inside of the glow was a suggestion of a shape. Eliard peered, wondering if what he was seeing was real, but yes, it was a shape, like a subtle change of the oscillating light, almost a shadow inside the nebulous brightness. It was strangely shaped—like a deep-sea starfish or some strange bracket-creature with many flaring points pointing in all directions. As the captain watched, he saw the points quiver, flowing toward and away from each other in gentle, undulating waves.

      It’s alive. He was sure of it. He wasn’t looking at a ship, or a vessel, or even some kind of light phenomena, but a living creature—it had to be. How else could any ship move like that? Like the blue-scale had been alive inside the station.

      And then the light pulsed, and a torpedo of light swept out from one of the strange, glowing tentacles and burst across the short void of space, hitting the research station. In response, the Armcore station rocked, but Eliard also saw the energy diffuse over the hull, flaring wide like thrown water, then vanishing as it seemed to be absorbed by the structure.

      Eliard got the strangest sensation that he wasn’t watching an attack. Or rather, he wasn’t watching only an attack, but that these energy bolts were also doing something to the station itself.

      There were no great big smoking burns, holes, or cracks from each energy blast, the captain saw in a moment, as the Mercury Blade continued to roar as far as it could away from the strange dance of mega-structures behind it: one alien, and one slowly becoming more alien as the blue-scale virus took it over from the inside.

      “No, if the Q’Lot wanted to destroy the station, then surely they could do so in an instant,” the captain muttered. A civilization that advanced, capable of warp-jumping here into the middle of null space where no other civilization could, and capable of such strange and extreme modifications of biology itself…

      Eliard became convinced that such an advanced civilization could destroy a mere unarmed station like they had been on if it wanted to. So, then the question becomes—what did they want to do with it? The direction of the Mercury Blade’s flight pulled it away and out of the glow of the Q’Lot ship and pointed it back toward the graveyard of ships, but the captain pulled up the rear viewing screens and sent their broadcast through the rest of the ship so that both of his crew members could see what was happening out there. The Q’Lot continued to ‘fire’ its energy beams at the research station, growing fainter and fainter behind them as they fled.

      Neither of the crew said anything, each of them lost in their own thoughts as they stared at the strange occurrence. Eliard realized that he didn’t even have the words to describe what he was seeing. Was it an act of war or the gesture of an ally? He didn’t know.

      “It is fitting,” Val murmured behind him.

      “Huh? What did you say?” Eliard looked at him like he was mad. Did the Duergar know something about the ways of the Q’Lot that he didn’t? Probably, he thought.

      “Whatever it is they just did, that is a fitting tribute to our comrade who fell,” Val said seriously.

      Cass. Eliard looked again at the fading spectacle. “We won’t be able to say that until we know what it was they did, Val,” he said as much to himself as to the Duergar.
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      “This is a terrible idea,” Irie hissed to Val at her side.

      It was a bright and scorching hot day on the planet that the captain had chosen for their landfall, and the mechanic felt uncomfortable and parched. The Duergar beside her however, with his blue-grey skin, had thrown aside his tunic and appeared to be loving the dry heat.

      The planet of Shambar was a shambles, Irie thought miserably. It was little better than a rock, but somehow, it had managed to get for itself a breathable atmosphere to human-type normal. And that meant that if the Imperial Coalition could colonize it, they would.

      Shambar was in Imperial Coalition space, but thanks to the esoterica of trans-galactic space lanes and the vagaries of dust clouds and nebulas, it was effectively an out of the way planetoid. There was nothing but way stations and deep-space satellites for light years in five out of a possible six directions, which meant Shambar was an expensive world to travel to and from. The only thing that saved it from complete obscurity, the mechanic thought, was that the world must have once had plenty of carbon-based vegetation before some catastrophic climate event had changed its temperature or it had been hit by an asteroid strong enough to tilt its axis, or similar. And plenty of ancient carbon-based vegetation meant that, underneath these sand dunes and desert planes, were vast stores of oil. In itself, it was an outdated fuel, but money could still be made from it, and polymers and plastics could still be synthesized from the black stuff.

      And so here we are, the mechanic thought as she looked at the giant walking towers that looked like long-legged giraffes whose long necks were actually drilling pipes that they would brace against when they sensed another easy-to access well. These walking oil platforms spent their lives robotically roaming over the surface of Shambar, filling up their leg containers, returning to the spaceport when they were done.

      All of this made Shambar a great place to conduct an out-of-the way business meeting, Irie had to admit as she stared at the image of their captain striding ahead of them through the sand, his ragged grey and brown shawl covering him from the worst of the dust-laden wind. And covering the humped shape that had taken over his arm, she thought with a shudder.

      Up ahead, she saw that they were approaching their destination: one of the many flattened platforms of natural rock that existed here and there across Shambar, which had been turned into very basic navigational arrays. A trio of antenna and metal dishes sprouted from the rock and stood a few hundred feet tall, casting long shadows on the desert around them.

      Someone had even gone to the trouble of carving stairs into the rocky platform. They trudged slowly and surely up, with Irie feeling more and more tired with every step. The captain had made sure that they had made planetfall a long way behind them, so that no Armcore operatives would see them coming ahead of time.

      “You ready?” Eliard waited at the top as the two remaining crew members completed their ascent. He had changed since the Q’Lot, Irie thought. It had taken them almost ten days to get back here, and three of those days had been trying to get back to regular Imperial Coalition territory. The raiders hadn’t bothered them again, but Irie had still felt threatened along every hour of that journey.

      It’s like he has lost all hope, she thought, looking at him as she sat down heavily on the edge of the rock. She took out a pouch of water and had a sip before she started unpacking her energy rifle. Gone were the rakish smiles, or the small jokes, or the teasing. Instead, Eliard had just been cold and determined—a lot like Cass had been, strangely. He wouldn’t talk about the agent, even when Val tried to offer a drinking toast to their fallen comrade on one of their automated flying cycles.

      No, Eliard wouldn’t grieve, and he wouldn’t even acknowledge that they had lost anything or anyone of value. If anything, Irie frowned as she darkened the auto-shade on her visor to much more acceptable levels of gloom, it was almost as if Eliard was reveling in the fact that they could make a lot of money out of this mission.

      It’s like he’s trying to be this super-pirate, Irie thought. Super cold. Super mercenary. Super calculating and ruthless. That wasn’t the Captain Eliard Martin she knew. In fact, one of the few things that she had always liked about him—apart from the fact that he was one of the best fliers that she had ever seen—was that there had always been a streak of…if not sensitivity, then at least naivete about the man. He may have stolen cargo from innocent merchants, he may have held entire barges to ransom until they gave up the codes to their secure boxes, but he was never a cruel pirate, as far as she knew, anyway.

      Eliard had overwhelmingly enjoyed what he had done, too, and now it seemed that he didn’t. Every time that they had received one of the mandatory ship’s checks that you got every few days in Imperial Coalition space, he would react with venomous hatred, whereas before, he had always been delighted at another chance to try and lie, scheme, and coax his way out of a tight situation. And the things he said about both House Archival and the Coalition… Irie sucked her teeth in shock, or near-shock.

      ‘It would serve them all right if Alpha comes along and enslaves them all!’

      ‘Don’t worry, the Q’Lot is going to turn them all into blue-scale compost food one of these days.’

      He had taken on a cruel and venomous air, and one which Irie was sure would make her leave the Mercury if she had to listen to it for much longer.

      And then there was this plan, she thought, seeing Val take the opposite position from her on the stone platform, and level the Judge out across the sands. It was a ridiculous plan. One that could not only get them all killed, but was an insult to the memory of their friend Cassandra. Maybe that was why the captain was so intent on pursuing it. The mechanic kicked a bit of grit from the side of the edge, to watch it go spiraling down and down the many meters and poof in the golden sands below.

      But Val, of course, would not see her reasoning, Irie thought as she checked down her sites at the steps, at the near desert. Nothing except for some weird winged lizard things. What do they even eat out here? Val Pathok had seen this plan as a great return of the captain’s courage, because he was a Duergar and thought that fighting was pretty much the pinnacle of any mortal existence. What an idiot, she grumbled. But then again, who is the bigger idiot—the Duergar that was brought up to solve things with his claws, or the human mechanic who knows that this is a crappy idea but still goes along with it?

      “We’re ready. Prepare yourselves,” the captain said, walking up to the bottom metal legs of the antenna above.

      “Prepare ourselves for what?” Irie called out. “We don’t know how they’re going to react.”

      “Then prepare yourselves for anything. Or are you scared of a challenge, Irie Hanson?” Eliard snipped over his shoulder as he reached the emergency interface, unlocked it, and started hitting buttons and reattaching wires on the control board displayed inside.

      Wonderful. I didn’t even get to see Babe Ruth fight again. Irie thought of the tournament mecha she still had safely in the hold of the Mercury Blade. That would have been nice, she conceded, as the words of the captain behind her floated back to her ears.

      “Initiating server contact…”

      Irie heard a hiss of static, vying with the wail of the wind, before a repetitive beeping that Irie knew was the signal that these sorts of transmitters gave for contacting their host satellites.

      “Gentlemen, robots…” The captain must have made some sort of contact, since his voice took on a pleased, self-confident tone as he performed for the small camera inside the transmitter.

      “You both know who I am. Captain Eliard Martin, of the Mercury Blade. This is a message for the being known as Ponos, Armcore Prime, and if you are unaware, I have also patched in my contacts in House Archival to this call, so play nice.

      “As you are both aware,” he continued, “you are both under the impression that I and my crew are working for you. This would be an incorrect impression, as the Captain Eliard Martin only ever works for himself. The Mercury Blade flies free, or it doesn’t fly at all.” A dramatic pause, and Irie really wished that the captain hadn’t have given that ultimatum. Ridiculous idea. It will get us all killed, she grumbled.

      “Both of you have employed my services to seek information about the artificial intelligence known as Alpha, and a means to stop it. I have that means now.” He pulled aside his ragged cloak to reveal his arm, encased in the large, scaled form of the Device.

      “I know that it might not look like much, but I’ve been practicing…” Irie saw the captain turn and fling out his gun-hand toward the desert. There was a bright flash and a boom that almost sent Irie over the edge of the rocky platform and sent gales of dust into the air.

      “Crudding hell!” Irie coughed, thumping her chest and waiting for the dust to settle before seeing that an entire dune before them had been blown into a blackened and smoking crater, with slagged rocks.

      “Impressive, huh? And I think that isn’t even at full power!” Eliard turned back to the camera, before leaning in to wipe away a bit of the dust and grime from the lens.

      “Now, as I was saying. I have the Device. So, by every law that matters, that means that I am the person that you should be trying to keep happy, and just what, I hear you ask, would make me happy?” Eliard struck a pose, scratching at his own chin. “I think I will leave the particulars up to both of you, but needless to say that I have already been offered one million Imperial Coalition credits, and so the next offer will have to be substantially higher—especially when we consider the second set of items that I am offering up for auction…” At that point, he knelt down to the small space just under the transmitter and out of sight of the camera, instead bringing into the light the small tray of the Q’Lot serum that Armcore had been synthesizing into Blue, Red, and Green variants

      “Ponos? I am sure that you already know what this is. But our friends at House Archival might not. This is the most powerful invention in the universe. These little vials will revolutionize human biology and development, or so I am told. Although the place where I found them seemed to have a bit of an excess of evolution, if you ask me!” Eliard laughed callously. “These are serums engineered by Armcore some decades ago, with the ability to mutate the human genome, cure disease, and make the perfect human warrior. Let’s just think about that. The sort of drug that could create the strongest army in the known galaxy—and you have the possibility to buy it.”

      Something moved, out in the desert. It was one of the giraffe platforms, raising clouds of desert dust as it stalked in their direction. It was probably just searching for more oil or returning to prepare a shipment for the next transporter.

      “So, the question that you lot have got to ask yourself is…” the captain continued. “How much is this Device and these serums worth to you?”

      There was a crackle of returning static from the device, as clearly the message was reaching its intended audience.

      “I only negotiate in person,” Eliard said with suave sophistication. “And just to make it even more exciting for you, I have a few guidelines.” He cleared his throat. “If either Armcore or House Archival attempts in any way to turn up here with an armada, or I even get a hint of soldiers, then neither of you will ever see the serum or the Device,” he snapped, his voice suddenly cold.

      Irie watched as the platform-giraffe kept stomping forward over the dunes. Was it her paranoia, or was the thing actually coming straight for them?

      “I have no particular interest in these serums, so I’ll smash them and no one will get them. And as for the Device? I am more than capable of strapping that to a few mega-tons of depleted warp material and blowing it up. And I’ll have time to do it if you turn up here with all of your landing ships, and probably have time to fly off planet in the fastest racer the Imperial Coalition has ever built. So. Do we have a deal, gentleman and robots?”

      The static hissed and buzzed.

      “CAPTAIN MARTIN,” burst out a robotic voice that Irie recognized as Ponos. “YOU ARE DISPLAYING IRRATIONAL JUDGEMENT—”

      The captain made a move and pulled out one of the transmission wires, cutting off the contact with the Armcore intelligence.

      “Eliard? Where is Agent Cassandra?” said the other transmission, which Irie presumed had to be from House Archival. “I don’t care what deal you make or want to make with Ponos. I just want to stop Alpha. But you cannot use even a directed channel such as this, Alpha is a self-seeded intelligence!”

      “What?” Eliard said.

      “Alpha has direct access to data-space! It can create bots and programs and seed data-space with its spies…”

      “No, not that. What do you mean that you’re not interested in buying the Device or the serum?” Eliard said harshly, as, behind him, Irie’s head was starting to buzz with what she had just heard. That no communication channel was safe.

      Because all communication in the Imperial Coalition these days relies on sending information via sub-quantum space. Or data-space. And if Alpha has free access to that…

      “I promise you, we’re not. House Archival has modeled the outcome of the rise of Alpha, and it predicts the absolute extinction of the Imperial Coalition!” the spokesperson from House Archival said. “Please, can you get Agent Cassandra to speak with us? We have to find a way to communicate securely...”

      “Cassandra is dead,” Eliard said stubbornly. “And I don’t give two Belgusian Land Pigs what your analysis suggests. It didn’t predict her death, did it!?” he ended on a pained shout.

      “No. What? Cassandra is dead…” the House Archival spokesperson on the other end of the line was saying as Eliard snarled.

      “Then, if your analysis is so terrible, I really don’t see the point in dealing with you anymore. I guess Ponos is going to be the one buying the Device and the serum from me.” He kicked the transmitter box, cutting off their voice and instead replacing the air with the sound of static, and the distant thump of the approaching platform-giraffe.

      “Crapping stars,” Irie heard the captain growl, turning and shaking his arm so that the Device folded into its smaller scepter shape. “Some people will do anything to get out of a deal. Cowards,” he hissed, before he nodded to his mechanic. “Phase two. Get the Mercury Blade here, and we’ll hide the serum.”

      This had all been a part of his plan, Irie knew. Negotiate for the highest price, but if there was even the slightest possibility that they would try to steal the weapon or the serum, hide it on board the Mercury and be ready to fly as soon as they arrived.

      Irie’s hand whispered over her wrist computer, initiating the return protocols for the Mercury Blade to rise from the sand many kilometers away and start picking up speed as it raced toward them. But she was concerned as she typed.

      “Uh, boss?” She frowned.

      “Yeah, what? Is there a problem with the Blade?” Eliard looked at the approaching platform with disinterest. It was large on the horizon now, almost filling the sky as it progressed on steady legs toward them. Eliard wasn’t particularly worried about the approaching behemoth, as he was fairly sure that they were all automated these days. They would have the lowest level of drone intelligence, and probably wouldn’t even be uploading security footage if they even had biological scanners on them at all!

      “No, no problem with the ship,” Irie was saying. “It was the thing that House Archival man was saying. About Alpha, and that we shouldn’t be using data-space.”

      “Scare tactics,” Eliard scoffed. “He just wanted us to meekly submit everything we’ve managed to find to him and be good, scared little soldiers.” The captain shook his head. “And either way, what do I care what Alpha is capable of? It’s nothing to do with me, right? As soon as we’ve sold this stuff to Ponos then we’re out of here. The Mercury Blade is returning to a life of crime amongst the stars, you will be very pleased to hear.” He congratulated them all as the ground shook with the approaching feet.

      But where to? Irie thought. The Trader’s Belt worlds were at war with Armcore, and Armcore was soon to be at war with Alpha. As far as she knew, the Mercury Blade was still wanted property in most of Imperial Coalition space, and that meant more Armcore or more Imperial House navies. Where does the captain want to flee to? All that was left were the pockets of the non-aligned worlds, or the complete backwaters like this planet of Shambar.

      A life on the frontiers, constantly on the run, as all of Imperial space is torn apart by war? Irie hung her head to study the stone she was perched on. This was not something that she wanted for her life, was it? But then again, what did the mecha-engineer, daughter of one of the best mecha-designers in Imperial space, want? There was no way that she could get back into tournament fighting, even with Babe Ruth—her father’s design—knowing that Armcore was behind her father’s death.

      It looks like I’ll be stuck on the outskirts of the galaxy too, she thought grimly, watching as the sand and dust jumped and fell, jumped and fell in time to the nearing platform-giraffe’s arrival.

      Which is really, really close, she thought, as the ground vibrated once more, and she raised her head to see the massive form of the drilling platform pounding toward them. To say that it was large would be an understatement. It was many times larger than the Mercury Blade, and stood some a hundred and more meters high in the air. Great plumes of sand and dust were thrown from its feet as it ran, its four legs stabbing forward in a strangely horse-like movement so there was only ever one leg in contact with the ground at any one time. Its entire body was made of strong, rigid girders of metal and steel, with pipework and hydraulic joints scattered here and there.

      Upon the thing’s back were the large containers of the precious oil, sprouting around it so that it looked vaguely like some strange, giant insect carrying its spawn on its back. The strangest part of it, though, was the thing’s neck—an impossibly long pipe taller than then thing’s body cantilevered off from the ‘shoulders’ and held high in the air. At one end was a cruel collection of drill bits and hardened teeth, each probably the size of Irie herself, and she imagined that was what was used to drive deep down into the ground, before drinking up the precious liquid from below.

      “Captain…” she said uneasily, her voice almost drowned out by the crash of the thing’s hydraulic legs. “Is that thing running at us?” Charging. They call that movement charging, a part of her brain told her.
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      “It’s not stopping. It’s not stopping!” Irie was on her feet, making a gesture to raise her energy rifle before pausing, looking at it in disinterest. “What’s the point?” She put it back down.

      The four-legged platform in front of them was charging at them. Its piston-legs were pounding up and down as it drew closer and closer, sending vibrations through the ground and up through their feet.

      “What the hell is it doing?” Eliard had already activated the Device, and felt it comfortingly seize his right forearm and cover it with its shell-like scale body. Inside, he could feel the bone handle, where various depressions were perfectly spaced for his hand. All he had to do was to squeeze his fist as he envisioned just how much he wanted to kill the thing. Unfortunately, he was too confused currently to even decide what it was that he really wanted to do.

      Had it malfunctioned? he thought. Was there something wrong with it?

      Val Pathok was already at his side, the Judge, his own cannon of destructive power, raised and ready.

      The thing made a metallic shriek and rang with warning klaxons as it got nearer, and Eliard saw the thing’s neck, or head, fly up behind it, extending to its great height. He saw what appeared to be miles of hardened metal pipework and concrete tubing, and the ugly giant teeth of the drill bits as the creature started to spin them.

      “Hey! Hey! What are you doing?” Eliard was waving his arms, trying to signal to whatever camera or operator just might conceivably be in control of that thing.

      It was no good. There was none. “I don’t think it’s paying any attention, boss!” Irie shouted, grabbing the captain by the arm as the platform started to bring the drill bit down, straight toward them.

      BLAM! BLAM!  Val let off a few shots from the Judge, which Eliard saw burst along the thing’s body, bending girders and rupturing wires, but it didn’t stop it. It lurched forward, bringing its tubular head down onto the rocky platform and smashing the drill into the hardened rock.

      “Jump!” Irie was shouting, grabbing the captain again and pushing him in front of her as the ground shook and started to break apart, leaping off the edge of the rocky ledge to the sand dunes below as chunks of rock were thrown into the air.

      They tumbled. They fell through the air to land with pained crashes into the desert sands below, and Eliard immediately wondered why he had thought it would be soft. It wasn’t. Sand had a way of becoming very, very solid when it wanted to be, it seemed. His ears were ringing, and his mouth was full of sand as he coughed and gasped, before realizing that lumps of rock the size of his head were raining all around. In a flash though, Val Pathok had thrown his bulk over the two smaller humans, and the rocks rattled off his scaled Duergar hide.

      Above them, the drilling platform had braced its two front legs against the side of the small rocky plateau that they had been standing upon—that the transmitter had been placed upon—and its head was still carving into the rock, sending up plumes of rock-dust and making a high-pitched whining noise like all of the universe’s wasps contained in one place. Eliard saw the entire rocky plateau start to crack and shift on its seating.

      “Go! Go!” he shouted, staggering to his feet as Irie ran ahead and Val followed, with the Judge still trained on the thing. They ran out across the desert, heading for the smaller rocky cove amid the sand where they had landed the Mercury Blade.

      “I knew it. It was Ponos, I bet you,” Eliard almost howled in rage. Behind them, the platform was still intent on killing the rocky transmitter and the stone it sat on, but the captain was sure that even it would soon realize it had failed to kill the biological lifeforms.

      “I don’t know, boss…” Irie gasped, out of breath. “You heard what that Archival guy said. Alpha is out in data-space. Alpha is an alien super-intelligence. It could be anywhere. It could be here. It could have overheard your communication with Ponos and them?”

      “No way. Why would it be scanning Shambar frequencies?” Eliard huffed. The sand had certainly become soft when they were running through it, now. He just hoped that the Mercury Blade would get to their location soon.

      “No, Eliard, you don’t understand…” Irie shouted in frustration. “That is the point. If I understand this right, Alpha is an exponential intelligence.”

      “I have no idea what you just said.” Eliard ran.

      “It has no physical limits. It develops its code, its memory, its learning processes—everything—in data-space, which is technically infinite. It doesn’t have to view specific little transmitters on crappy backwater worlds to understand what is going on. Alpha has the option of being so damn intelligent that it can monitor all of human data transfer at once. Think about that that means. Unlimited processing power. It has already decided just where and what exact points there are to attack that will completely disable the Imperial Coalition. It probably heard your comments about it, or about Ponos or the Device, and immediately broke the encryption on these platform things to stop us!”

      “Oh.” Eliard’s feet stumbled on the sand. Is it really over? Really useless to think that we might be able to fight back? To survive?

      Behind them, they heard a sound, or rather, a lack of sound. Eliard turned to see that the drilling platform had raised its head and turned to scan this way and that, rock fragments and sand still falling from its drill as it appeared to search for them, to sniff the air for them. Ever-so-slowly, he saw the thing’s legs start to move in tandem, turning around as it locked onto their route.

      Thud-ud-ud-udhr…

      And it wasn’t the only one.

      “Captain, four o’clock!” Val Pathok barked, pointing to another column of dust approaching over the horizon, surrounding a charging, four-legged platform. Another dust cloud followed near it, and there was another on the other side of them.

      The captain still didn’t want to die today, though, as he picked his feet up and ran.
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      “Val!” Eliard shouted, his arm flying back as he unleashed what he thought would be a barrage of energy shots from the Device, but turned out to be a three-blast of bright glowing white energy. As soon as he’d fired, he ran forward, and Val turned to fire the Judge back at the chasing platform, before turning and running also.

      Whump! Eliard’s shots hit first, one missing and destroying a sand dune behind the thing, and one seeming to hit the ground beneath the things, putting it in the middle of a rising mushroom cloud of sand and dirt. The third, however, disappeared into this murk and must have been a direct hit to one of the thing’s legs, as there was another squeal of tortured metal and the thing staggered and lurched to one side.

      BOOM! And then the Judge hit the hindquarters, driving its rear end to the floor like it was a buffalo being attacked by spears.

      “Yes!” Eliard punched the air. But it wasn’t down. Not really. He saw the platform lurch out of the smoke and steam of destruction, now slowed to a walk, and on three legs. But each step of one of these things was the equal of many, many running strides of a human. It was still gaining on them.

      And then there were the other ones, drawing nearer.

      A screaming sound in the air was like a balm to his soul, though, as Eliard heard the approaching whine of the Mercury Blade. It roared faster toward them, and Irie huddled into a crouch as she directed it with her wrist computer in a wide, flaring arc around them, sending up billows of dusty before slowing to a hovering standstill.

      “Get on board. Quick!” Eliard was coughing, already leveling the Device against the wounded platform. He wanted to destroy it, if he could.

      BLAP! BLAP! He sent small, sharp shots of energy at it, missing the first but hitting the second, and then BLAP! the third time as well. There was another distant screech of metal, but then silence. He had no idea if the initial thing was dead, or if there was any way to kill those behemoths of industry at all.

      “Captain! The others are approaching!” Val was hanging out of the hanger, one thick arm lowered to the sands, which caught the captain as he jumped and scrambled over the closing hangar doors.
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      THUD

      The doors banged shut and instantly, the small dust devils and vortices of sand fell to the floor of the Mercury Blade in a haze as the ship rose slowly in the air, turning as it did so. Irie was in the cockpit, making the Blade wobble as she tried to manage the engine controls and the navigation at the same time.

      “Get outta there,” Eliard called, vaulting up the steps to replace her. “I need you cycling up the warp engines.”

      “You don’t say.” Irie was already gone.

      “Locked and loaded!” Val called as he buckled himself into the gunnery chair and pulled the targeting visor low over his eyes.

      “Fire at will, Chief Gunner,” Eliard shouted, turning the bird around. Out of the viewing screens, he could see the panoramic view of what was surrounding them. Four of the drilling platforms had closed on their position and were starting to circle, their drill-bit heads raised high into the sky. The Mercury Blade was slowly turning, sending up an oval of dust screen against them, as Eliard picked the spot in the sky that he thought was their clearest run. He tilted the ship’s wheel, angled her up.

      Two of the platforms lunged.

      Eliard hit the thrusters.

      The Mercury Blade shot forward with an explosion of warp fire, thrusting its way past one of the drilling platforms and up, into the sky, and then blue, and then the white of Shambar’s lower atmosphere.

      “Captain Martin,” said a voice, as all of the consoles suddenly fuzzed over with static.

      “What?” Eliard looked again, seeing that they were losing altitude. The power sent to the boosters was diminishing, slowly.

      The sound was coming from his own internal speakers, and it seemed to be perfectly timed with the waves of static playing havoc with his instrumentation.

      “Captain Martin, all this is unnecessary. You do not need to fear me,” said the electronic voice in calm, suave tones. It was a different voice, but the feel and the mannerisms of it was exactly the sort that he had heard before. When he had released it into the wild.

      “Alpha,” Eliard said in horror.

      They were still losing altitude. Their arrow-like ascent had turned into a high-pitched rock as they curved gracefully across the sky, heading back down again in a deathly swoop. The thrusters were on a slow burn, before gradually sputtering out.

      “Captain, give up the Device,” the smooth tones of the alien intelligence said.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Just Like the Rest of Us

          

        

      

    

    
      The Mercury Blade had crossed the top of its arc and was starting to swoop back down toward the planet surface. Even the sky above had started to deepen a tantalizing midnight blue, going from high and clear to darker as the Mercury almost made it to the upper atmosphere before the boosters cut out. Now, though, Eliard was looking at the golden expanse of the dunes rushing toward them. How high up were they? A few kilometers? More? He wondered how long it would take for a metal bird as aerodynamic as the Mercury to slice through the thin atmosphere to the sands below. Not long. Seconds, maybe.

      “Alpha, give me back control of my ship!” The captain wrestled with the ship’s wheel to angle the flight fins so that at least they could glide a little, rather than fall.

      “You have something that I want, Captain Martin,” the static-filled robot voice said.

      “How is this overgrown toaster seizing control of my ship! Irie!” Eliard bawled, flicking the thruster switches again and again. The surface was getting closer. Filling the view screen.

      “I am the most advanced data-intelligence the human universe has ever known, Captain Martin,” the suave tones of Alpha responded. “I think that I can find a way to triangulate a directed packet of transmitted code to your location.”

      It’s hacked the Mercury? The captain snarled. Of course it had. It could do anything. Wasn’t that what Irie had said? As he thought of his mechanic, he heard her tones coming across the internal ship communicator. At least Alpha hadn’t turned that off yet…

      “Working on it, Captain. Give me a moment!”

      Eliard could now see the individual shapes of the dunes and the gullies between them. “We haven’t got a moment!”

      “Captain, this is ridiculous. Are you really suggesting that you would rather end your small, limited, and all that you have biological lifespan for a few trinkets?” Alpha sounded, if anything, amused.

      Clearly, this hybrid alien intelligence knew nothing at all about the impulses and inclinations of a pirate captain. “What, kill us all just to spite you? Sure.” Martin started to cackle, feeling his heart fill with a dark, manic glee. “And how are you going to recover the Device once we’re a smoking ruin?”

      The ground was getting closer—

      “I don’t have to recover it. It’s designed to kill me. My existence would be easier if I let you die.”

      “Hold on!” Val boomed behind them, and Eliard felt the Blade suddenly rock and skip a little higher in the air. Underneath them, the viewing cameras showed that the Duergar had swiveled the twinned meson rail cannons and was firing them in bursts behind them like short-burn thrusters. BOOM! Another paired shot, and the Mercury skipped shallowly once more.

      “I killed the railgun stabilizers,” Val Pathok bellowed. “The Mercury gets full recoil.”

      And that meant there were no stabilizers to absorb the shock of the cannon’s report, Eliard realized. “Val, you’re a genius!”

      A grunt in response. He had bought them seconds, at best, but they were valuable seconds for Eliard to think with.

      “All you have to do is to accept my offer. Say ‘yes’ and I will return full control of your ship to you,” Alpha said.

      “No!”

      But a thought was making its way through Eliard’s mind. Why didn’t Alpha just let them die? Why offer them this deal? The captain knew that it was a machine intelligence, albeit a highly-evolved machine intelligence. He was no expert on computer systems, but didn’t that mean that it would always do what was the most logical? The most beneficial for its goals?

      Eliard wished that Cassandra was still here. That she was still alive. She was the one who had the head for this kind of stuff. She was the analyst, and he was just a runaway nobleman’s son, and a pirate.

      We’re going to die.

      Think, Eliard! It was almost as if he could hear what the House Archival Agent would say inside his head. She wouldn’t let him give up until they had a solution. He had to think, and the ground wasn’t going away anytime soon. In fact, their skipping glides were getting shallower and lower. The sand was only a few hundred meters below them.

      If Alpha is a machine intelligence, then it must think that there is a benefit to bargaining for our lives. That it’s BETTER for it to bargain for our lives rather than to just let us crash and die, the captain thought, still wrenching and adjusting the flight fins to try and prolong their perilous death-glide.

      “No,” the captain murmured out loud. All of a sudden, with this realization, he felt like he had been reborn. He felt once again like he was in control. This was a negotiation, and he was very, very good at negotiations. It was one of the few skills—apart from flying—that made him excel at being a pirate. I know what you want, sucker. He started to grin.

      “No what, Captain?” Alpha said imperiously. “You are refusing my offer to survive?”

      Alpha wanted them alive, at least for the moment. Maybe it didn’t understand the Device, or it couldn’t trust that someone else wouldn’t pick up the Device once they had crashed, or it wanted to interrogate them. For whatever reason, Eliard knew that it served the Valyien-Armcore intelligence to have them not-die right now.

      “You know what, tinpot?” the captain said to the static screen. “Screw you.” He shoved the ship’s wheel down, straight down, and kicked at the pedal that controlled the flight panels The Mercury suddenly shifted in mid-air and started sweeping down, straight toward the ground.

      “Captain! What are you doing!?” Val roared, thrown forward in his seat.

      “Ha-ha-ha-ha!” Eliard was similarly spread-eagled over his ship’s wheel, as the sand and rocks filled the screen ahead of him. He wondered if he would close his eyes before they died. No, probably not. A part of him actually felt insanely powerful, and marvelously good about what he was doing. It was that dark, manic part of him that he used to avoid. Now no more.

      There was a sudden hiss of static, and lights swept on across the console. More important than that, the controls moved under his hand, the ship’s wheel turning sharply to one side to spin them—one wing low, another wing high, and then the thrusters along one side of the vessel fired, followed by the other, and then main back boosters to send them careening up into the sky once more. The Mercury’s belly scraped the top of a sand dune on the way up, spreading dust and rocks far and wide.

      “Captain, what the hell just happened?” Irie shouted angrily over the communicators. Then, more calmly, followed by, “I think I found a way to keep Alpha out of our system, but you’re not going to like it.”

      “Do it!” Eliard shouted as the sky above them started to fade from cerulean blue to a misty white, and then soon to a deeper midnight blue that he knew prefaced the blacks of space itself. The Mercury started to shake and rattle.

      “You cannot escape me, Captain,” said the voice of Alpha once more as the central viewing screen filled with static. This time, it seemed to make no attempt to take control of the entire ship. “Any time that you are in connection with data-space—which is all the time, thanks to humanity’s obsession with connectivity—I will be there. I will be able to step in the way of every plan you make, every ill-conceived mission, every scheme…”

      “But you’re still just like the rest of us,” Eliard said gleefully. He wasn’t sure if this was his manic elation saying these words, or whether he truly believed it. The captain felt like he had already lost so much, what did it matter what he lost now?

      The sky was turning a deeper black, and now sparks of crimson, orange, and green fire were burning over the cockpit’s nose as they started to achieve escape velocity.

      “How do you calculate that, Captain? I am nothing like you. I am a superior evolutionary intelligence. The next stage of life in the cosmos.” Alpha seemed to gloat.

      “But that’s the thing, isn’t it, Alpha?” Eliard spat back. “For all your processing power, for all of your talk of your mighty, mighty data-space power, you still live in the universe, don’t you?”

      “I hardly see how stating the facts proves your case, Captain.”

      “You still want things, tin can.” The captain started to snigger. “You still want to achieve things. To get things, to win.” Just like the rest of us, just like me, the captain thought.

      “Having achievable program parameters is not a weakness, Captain. It is only your skewed biological sense of honor and morality which assumes that they are,” the robot voice pointed out.

      “No, now it’s you that doesn’t get it.” The captain’s voice lost some of its fervor as the ship around him shook, and his thoughts were driven inside of himself, to all of the things that he had wanted in his life but had never achieved. To please his father. For his father to love him, to be proud of him. To be the best officer at the academy. To be the best pirate in the Trader’s Belt. To be respected, feared, hated…loved.

      For Cassandra not to die.

      None of these things had come to pass, and it wasn’t just because he was reckless, or foolhardy, or didn’t try hard enough.

      “The thing is, Alpha, that if you’re alive in this universe, that means you want things, and if you want things, then it doesn’t matter just how intelligent or how many computations you can do a nanosecond. You gotta share your existence with other people, and those other people have always got the ability to screw up your best laid plans,” he said bitterly. Just like Ponos had screwed up my plans, to build a life out there in space, captaining the best pirate crew in existence…a crew that had Cassandra on board.

      Just like he had aced every flight test that the academy had given him, and the written ones, and had even become a master sharpshooter and fencer—all so his father wouldn’t look at him like he was a piece of dirt. Nothing that Eliard could ever do would have been enough for his father the general. No scheme or plan that Eliard could ever put into motion would ever count.

      “But, Captain Martin, I have already conducted extensive psychological assessments of each of your crew, and I can predict, with a high degree of certainty—with an eighty-seven percent success rate—what each of you will do at any given time. There is no randomness, Captain, not even amongst living systems.”

      The sky above started to turn a deep and true black, pricked with stars. The shaking and rushing of the Mercury Blade was starting to subside as they emerged from the top envelope of Shambar’s atmosphere. The sight of the starry sky had always worked previously to lift the captain’s spirits, ever since he was a little boy. Now his mind was clouded with indecision. He had let himself start thinking about Cassandra once more, and that wound in his heart had naturally led him to start thinking about his father, and every time that he had let everyone else down and they had let him down.

      Maybe Alpha was right. Maybe it has already predicted just what I will do… But then the words of Ponos, the other Armcore machine intelligence, hovered in his memory. Ponos had told him that he, Captain Eliard Martin, had been spared and chosen to retrieve the Device because he was one of evolution’s outliers. He was one of those people who exploited minority possibilities. He was reckless, true. But he was daring, he was brave—he and the Mercury Blade’s success was due to the fact that his crew could subconsciously analyze a situation and consistently make one of the least likely outcomes work for them.

      Well, it helped to be as stubborn as hell, Eliard thought.

      “Captain, I got the answer!” Irie was saying as the screen started to fill with static once more, Alpha presumably wanting to have the last word.

      Not today.

      “Do it,” Eliard ordered. “I don’t care what it is, do it.”

      “Right you are, boss. Grab your oxygen masks!” Irie said, and there was a deep, mechanical grunt from the Mercury Blade as suddenly, and without warning, every power system from the dual warp cores to the boosters, the communicators, the artificial gravity generators, sensors, and oxygen extractors shut down.
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      “Garp!” Eliard felt his body react instinctively to the sudden depletion of available oxygen in the ship. He had mere moments to get to the emergency masks, which thankfully, as part of the final shut-down procedure, had burst out of their side-mounted cases on either side of the cockpit interior. One for the captain, and another for emergencies. He knew that inside the main hold where Val Pathok was, there would be another four bursting from their own day-glow orange units, and from the sounds of gasping and grunting, the mobile mountain that was the Duergar was already leveraging himself out of his gunnery harness and swimming for the nearest one.

      Swimming was the correct term, because the ship-wide loss of services also meant that the graviton collectors in place throughout the ship were also without power, and Eliard was currently lifting from the floor, one gloved hand grabbing the ship’s wheel and the other swinging out for the dangling mask.

      Gotcha! His chest was starting to feel tight as he grabbed the visor with its floating, external oxygen filtration sacs and pulled it over his head.

      Ah. He could breathe again, but it was an emergency solution—these masks could only filter about 70% of the necessary oxygen needed from the ambient atmosphere, and were designed as a last resort for stranded sailors. You were supposed to put them on, activate some kind of emergency signaling device, and retire as quickly as possible to an escape pod.

      Only the Mercury Blade didn’t have any escape pods. It was too small a ship to include them, and the extra weight and bulk would have made it slower in the skies. The Mercury was actually a retro-fitted racer, an elite racer that was never supposed to have the hardened poly-carbon armor grafted on as an external hull, and never meant to have the twin railguns mounted below its belly. But it did.

      Maybe I should have conceded to Irie to get that escape pod set up in the end, the captain thought, too late, as usual.

      But the static on the screens ahead had gone, just as every light on board the console had disappeared. There was nothing else now but the glimmers of light from the distant stars shining through the port windows as the Mercury started to shift and turn, losing all direction as the last cut-off burn of the boosters continued to exert its influence, pushing them into a slow, balletic roll that was completely uncontrolled or coordinated thanks to the lack of stabilizers and compensatory rockets.

      And it was cold, too, the captain thought. Without the life support systems—the water filtration, the borrowed heat from the warp cores sent channelling around the vessel, or even the heat of the boosters and the many electrical devices—the ship was nothing but a metal box floating through the void of space. And that meant that the insides of this boat would be nigh on uninhabitable in just a little while. The crew are going to need full encounter suits, Eliard thought, turning to tell Val—somehow, he would have to signal to him without any radio communications—only to see that the Duergar was already working to hammer and pull at one of the cargo units that held the emergency encounter suits. Not that the Duergar needed his, as he was still wearing his much larger, carapace-style combat encounter suit, which meant that he already had insulation to stop his blood from freezing. And enough armor to stop a medium laser blast.

      But just as the captain was about to swim down through the small stairwell that led from the cockpit to the main hold, something glinted in the dark screens outside and caught his eye.

      Something was moving out there in space, and it looked big.

      There were two ways to notice movement in space. First, and most obvious, was the visibility of matched lights attached to the exterior of any spaceship. These could be landing lights or the more general guidance lights at prominent places which aided in navigating any space-based port.

      The other way of noticing movement in space was when stars suddenly blinked out, to be replaced by nothing but sheer darkness. That meant that there was something big coming your way—big enough to block out the stars, but still too far away to make out their own guidance light array.

      Well, either that or the ship doesn’t want to be seen, the captain thought as he noticed a large swathe of stars blink out as a long, oblong shape cut across his vision.

      It was joined at the base to another oblong, running at an angle to it, and then another similarly attached after that. In the end, the total structure formed a kind of elongated W.

      Which is the shape of an Armcore Battle Cruiser, Eliard thought in dismay. Now that he had recognized it, his eyes started to make sense of the shape that was beginning to cartwheel across their vision—it wasn’t cartwheeling, the captain had to remind himself, the Mercury was—and he saw the distant glint of metals, windows, and the suggestion of shapes. If he wasn’t mistaken, he could also make out the frilled edges of each of the apex and points of the elongated W, which he knew from previous experience were actually gun turrets, making the battle cruiser able to fire when completely surrounded. There was almost nowhere that you could fly toward or away from an Armcore battle cruiser that didn’t also mean that you weren’t directly lined up with one of its weapon hubs.

      What was worse was that battle cruisers were also usually accompanied and carrying an entire naval battle group of Armcore single-pilot fighters, as well as drone missiles and battle hubs, each capable of tearing a pretty big hole through them if they decided to attack.

      But this cruiser ahead of them, approaching the orbit of Shambar the desert world below, was not disgorging tens of fighters and war-robots against them. If anything, it appeared to be doing nothing more than sliding silently and carefully through space, as quietly and as stealthily as possible.

      “Are you Alpha?” Eliard whispered into his emergency oxygen visor, wondering if this was the real reason how Alpha had been able to seize control of their boat so easily, and the drilling platforms below so efficiently.

      Clunk. Another mechanical shudder ran through the Mercury Blade, and for a terrible moment the captain thought that maybe they had hit something, but he realized his error when suddenly the control boards in the cockpit started lighting up, the essential life support services flashing red before stabilizing to orange, and then to green, and then the navigation console did the same, and the engine controls, the sensors, and finally the weapons systems.

      Behind him, Eliard could hear the hiss of oxygen being released back into the ship as the ship went into a high-routine maintenance mode. A dozen alarms were starting to flare across the consoles in front of the captain.

      “…can you hear me? Captain?” It was Irie’s voice on the radio communicator.

      “Loud and clear, Irie. Well done. A full system reboot?”

      “No, a system reset. A reboot would just re-install whatever code Alpha was using to hack into the Blade, but I figured that it didn’t have time to rewrite the BIOS framework underneath the Mercury’s codeware.”

      “Once again, I have absolutely no clue what you just said,” Eliard said.

      “Then maybe read the manual. I mean that this boat is uninfected with Alpha, but I can’t promise for how long…” she said.

      Warning! Lower than average oxygen allowance per active crew member!

      Warning! Sensors down!

      Action Taken: Sensors rebooting…

      The command and control screens blared at Eliard in a strange, mangled robotic voice that he had hoped never to hear from again. It was the robotic equivalent of a human Imperial General.

      His father, in fact, who had used his own voice as the template for the ship computer’s voice when he had commissioned the Blade to be built in the first place.

      “And oh, yeah…” Irie’s voice came back. “You’re going to get a lot of those warnings as the system tries to sort itself out again. All of the little patches and fixes that I’ve added over the years will have to be reupdated. And we’ve lost the jangly alarm codes that were my favorite.”

      “And it looks like we’ve lost the voice-wipe that I did on my dad.” Eliard scowled as the robotic version of his father told him that he really needed to sort out the minimal damage to his hull, and that there was an unrecognized weapons system attached to the underside of their hull.

      “My railguns!” Val wailed, hitting the targeting controls on his seat in alarm.

      “We have to re-install them, Val. It’s no big deal…” Irie’s voice floated over the ship’s speakers.

      “Well actually, Irie…” The Captain saw the ship’s sensors finally wake up and suddenly break into full alarm mode as they detected the super-massive battle cruiser hanging outside.

      KAWAOWAOWOW—

      “What the hell is that!?” Irie was shouting.

      “Ah, it looks like we’ve got company….” Eliard hit the sensor scan.

      Sensor Sweep Results: Armcore Vessel approaching on a predicted rendezvous course. Class: Battle Cruiser. Designation: Unknown. Defense Analysis: Extremely Dangerous. 28 Weapons Ports defined in the Heavy Class, a further 34 Weapons Ports defined in the Light to Medium Class. At least a further 22 Weapons Hubs that cannot be identified by this computer.

      Eliard tried not to hear the note of reproach in his robot-father’s voice.

      “Captain!” Irie was shouting, and Val was roaring in frustration as he ransacked the hold units, searching for the input codes that would re-install the meson railguns.

      “But at least we’ve got our engines. How long until warp, Irie?” Eliard’s eyes were fixed on the cruiser.

      “About an hour and twenty minutes, Captain.” Her voice was stubborn.

      “WHAT!?”

      “I told you that you wouldn’t like my solution, but it did get Alpha out of our computer, right?” They could hear the engineer shouting as distant clanks and swearing also came across the communicator from her end.

      “Yeah, but I didn’t know that would make my ship useless anyway!” Eliard called, hitting the thrusters to turn them around and start to fire in the first direction that was away from the cruiser. The Mercury started to turn, the desert orb of Shambar sliding into view underneath them, as their sensors flashed.

      Incoming Message! Sender: Armcore Battle Cruiser. Accept/Reject?

      “They’ll only blow us out of the sky if we refuse, anyway…” Eliard kept their heading and their rockets firing but nodded wearily. “Accept,” he called out.
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      “You know what, I am getting really fed up with talking to robots.” Eliard grimaced as the main screen ahead of him flashed as the incoming message came in—a stylized graphic of a red eye in a triangle.

      “Ponos,” the captain said. “What a pleasure it is to see that you returned my call.”

      “Your actions have been highly unwise, even for a human, Captain Martin,” the Armcore machine-intelligence stated.

      “And I have really missed having super-intelligences pretend to know more about me than I do,” Eliard drawled.

      Behind them, the Armcore cruiser had caught up to their position in a matter of minutes, and now, even though the Mercury was still burning its boosters as fast as they could fire, they were being dwarfed by its shadow. The captain could now see the crenulations and architecture of the external hull, the slit-window portholes sliding over them like angry, squinting eyes.

      “I’m afraid it is unavoidable, Captain Martin,” Ponos replied dryly.

      “Was that a joke, Ponos? Are you capable of making jokes?” The captain cut their booster speed to match up with the Cruiser. What was the point of wasting their energy, anyway?

      “I have a full syntactical database, Captain, so yes, I am able to make ‘jokes’ as you call them. Really, they are time-sensitive appraisals of cause and effect.”

      “Ah no, it seems I was wrong. You tin cans really can’t make jokes,” Eliard said. He thought if there was any good to come out of this, then perhaps it was good that Ponos hadn’t decided to fire on them.

      “I am sending docking coordinates to your ship, and we shall convene further when you are aboard,” Ponos stated.

      Information Packet Received! Docking platform 17C requesting synchronization…

      “Who says I want to see you, Ponos? I’m still waiting on your offer,” the captain said, his gloved hands gripping the wheel. He wondered when the warp cores would have cycled up. Would they be strong enough to jump out of range of the cruiser before Ponos got a chance to fire on them?

      “It is unwise to discuss our business arrangement any further over data-space. I think you understand why,” Ponos returned.

      “Payment, toaster.” Eliard gritted his teeth. But he knew that the thing was right. Any amount of time that they spent out here, awash with data-space signals, just gave Alpha more time to try and target them with its hacking signals.

      “And anyway…what’s to say that I’ll be any safer inside your bird than my own?” he pointed out. “Alpha could just as easily hack you, if everything it says is true about its galaxy-spanning intelligence.”

      “True. But Alpha has not directly tested its capabilities against another of its kind,” Ponos replied. “There are…precautions that I am able to take that Alpha might be unaware of.”

      “Such as?”

      “Really, Captain. Please refer to my earlier comment about the inadvisability of talking over data-space channels.” Ponos sounded, if anything, pretty weary.

      “I have no great desire to be on board a warship full of guns and drones and flying knives when Alpha takes over. At least the worst thing it can do here on the Mercury is make sure that our food processor goes on the blink,” Eliard said. “What about the payment, Ponos?”

      “I cannot guarantee that Alpha will not be able to take over this vessel, but I can report with eighty-three percent accuracy that we expect to retain individual control over all systems. Good enough, Captain?”

      “Eighty-three percent, huh? If only the other seventeen percent wasn’t full of screaming and dying.” Eliard said, licking his lips nervously.

      “Captain…” It was Irie on the communicator. “I think you should take him up on the offer. I’m patching all of the firewalls and code scramblers that I can, but it’s only a matter of time, if Alpha wants to take over the boat again…”

      “I get it, Irie!” he snapped. “I’m negotiating, for crying out loud!” Why could his crew not leave him to do what he did best, which was con people out of killing them, and taking their money? “Payment, Ponos!”

      “I am willing to give ten million Imperial Coalition credits for the Device,” Ponos said. “Able to be wired direct to any account that you name instantaneously.”

      “If Alpha doesn’t get there first, right?” Eliard said. “It’s got to be hard cash, Ponos. C’mon, is this your first rodeo?”

      “I see that you have made an ancient Earth reference. Ha. I still do not feel that now is the appropriate time for humor, Captain. Especially with Alpha somewhere at large in data-space,” Ponos said. “However, I can certainly find the equivalent of fifty thousand Imperial Credits on board, and with the freedom to choose that amount of hardware or resources at my disposal up to the final tally.”

      Eliard blinked. Ten million credits in military hardware seemed like a whole lot more than just a line of zeroes in a digital account. Especially as all digital accounts were now subject to the mercy and whims of an alien super-intelligence. He could afford a mecha. He could afford a whole cohort of mechas. Not that he had anywhere to put them.

      But it was a start. He accepted the docking synchronization request and watched as a line of landing code swam across his screen, interfacing with the Mercury’s own navigational computer as the experimental fighter-racer cut its forward power and slowly turned toward docking port 17C.
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      It was like docking with a spaceport, the captain thought as they slid past a wall of antennae, sensors, dishes, and gun ports with snub-tubed noses, burnt with the exhaust of all the munitions fired. But it was still a little different from other Armcore vessels that the captain had been near. It had far less lights on, for a start. None of the usual warning and guidance floodlights were mounted on its hull, only smaller, dimmer lights clearly used for close flight procedures with smaller vessels, like the Mercury.

      It also had next to no markings on its hull, where usually Armcore proudly displayed both its colors and its almost circular logo with a militarist star and giant ‘A.’ Instead, the cruiser appeared to have both hull and ports that were encased in a dull, matte dark grey color. No chrome, no glossy or shiny surfaces—even the windows were narrow lines crisscrossed with reinforced bars. All designed to not reflect light.

      “I’d bet my hat that this is some kind of stealth cruiser,” the captain said with a slight touch of awe. He’d heard about them, of course, but had never seen them or expected to—which was kind of the point, he guessed. But he was still amazed that Armcore had a fleet of super stealthy ships that could travel almost undetected across space thanks to their ahead of the curve scrambling and blocking technology.

      “Captain? There’s something weird happening to the sensor array,” Irie called down the line, as if to prove his point. When the captain pulled up the diagnostics on his view screen, he saw that there was indeed something wrong.

      Insufficient Data to Complete Scan, the robot-version of his father’s voice informed him. The captain toggled a few of the controls to display a more detailed reading of the situation, and he saw a list of the available sensors that the Mercury Blade used as routine: thermal, electronic, RF, EMF, and more. On each of them, there were warning alerts displayed.  Each of the signals was scrambled, breaking down into chaotic jumbles of data that could either mean that they were in the middle of null space or hovering in front of a city. The readings changed every few seconds and made it impossible for the Mercury’s computers to conclude anything other than ‘malfunction.’

      For a wild moment, he wondered if this was the Valyien-intelligence of Alpha trying to break into their servers again, before he realized that Alpha wasn’t the culprit. All the rest of the computer systems on board the Blade were fine, everything from armaments to life support working perfectly well. Even the sensor arrays were working perfectly, really, but they were reading far too many and far too little sources of information in far too small a time, he guessed. He was almost certain that this was the rumored stealth technology that Armcore had access to.

      But did it scramble Alpha’s intrusion, or just hide them? he thought as the Mercury locked onto one slowly-opening octagonal port, extending landing arms that locked perfectly in place underneath the Mercury’s wing-fins and starting to pull it closer, into the darkness of their lair.
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      The cockpit windows flushed black with shadow as they were pulled through a short tunnel before emerging into the blinking, bright brilliance of a busy hangar bay, with several of the automated mechanical arms moving the smaller Armcore attack fighters from one location to another, stacking them as if they were bullets in a gun.

      The hangar bay was large and organized like a large oval with the mechanical arms stacking the various ships and cargo units around the outer wall. Eliard could see different metal balconies, where a few human workers moved back and forth, but was surprised at how few humans were there.

      “But then again, does CEO Tomas know what Ponos is doing?” Eliard wondered aloud as they were slid into their own position, and a gangway extended itself automatically to meet with them. “Boots on the floor, people!” Eliard called, turning to find Val already by the main bay doors, Judge in hand.

      “I’m not sure they’ll let you keep that.” The captain offered him a blaster pistol instead, which looked like a child’s toy in the Duergar’s massive grip. Val Pathok growled, and Eliard didn’t blame him.

      A second later, Irie appeared, wearing her encounter suit and her engineer’s visor, but apparently unarmed. “I reckon we’re probably a bit outgunned anyway.” She shrugged, to which the captain could only agree.

      The hangar bay door opened, revealing the gangway leading to a distant balcony, and hovering over it was a sleek black drone with the encrustations of sensor nodes on its ‘front’ as well as the red triangle and eye symbol of Ponos himself.

      “Greetings again, Captain, Engineer, Gunner.” A pause, as the sleek egg-like shape bobbed in the air. “Ah, I see that you are missing the Agent Cassandra of House Archival? I take it that this was through misadventure, and not that she has decided to return to her house?” the robot said, without a trace of tact or gentility in its harsh voice.

      Irie’s eyes swung to the captain, whose jaw had suddenly clenched and she could see his fists doing the same. “She’s gone,” the mechanic heard him say in a final tone, clearly not wishing to discuss it any further, and, for a wonder, the drone form of Ponos did not press the issue.

      “Please, ladies and gentlemen, follow me.” Ponos turned in the air—which was a total affectation, the captain realized, as the drone could move in any direction at any time—but the crew of the Mercury Blade followed its lead and marched out into the Armcore stealth cruiser.

      “This your home away from home, is it?” Eliard muttered angrily as they left the hangar and found themselves in one of the adjoining metal corridors. Other drones moved through the passages; some small and egg-shaped like Ponos was, while others chugged slowly via tracks on the floor, and others were darting and smaller. They didn’t see any humans, and the captain began to wonder if this place was mostly robotic versions of Ponos.

      “This is an…advantageous carrier for my purposes,” Ponos replied.

      “Less biologicals around to mess things up for you?” Eliard said mockingly.

      The drone directed them into a brass-metal lift, where the three biologicals and the drone hummed downward, deeper into the belly of the strange vessel. It was Irie who broke the silence.

      “How much protection have we got against Alpha in here?” she challenged the thing.

      “Excellent, compared to human systems,” Ponos replied. “The stealth cruiser’s technology features multiple firewalls of constantly mutating code patterns, making it nigh impossible to crack, and on top of that, we emit a scrambling frequency, making most direct-transfers of data impossible unless I authorize it.”

      “Also makes you blind, though,” Irie pointed out.

      “Sadly, yes. But through burst transmissions, I am able to retrieve up-to-date information,” Ponos assured them. “I am taking you to the containment laboratory, where you will surrender the Device and receive payment.”

      “Nice doing business with you.” The captain nodded, feeling a hot and angry sensation in his chest that he couldn’t explain. Why was he angry with this thing? It was about to offer him nigh on ten million credits, after all. He should be happy. He should be over the stars, in fact.

      Then what was wrong? Why did he feel like he was doing the wrong thing? It didn’t help the way that Irie was casting him shady looks, and that Val Pathok seemed to be almost ignoring him. Eliard could always tell when the Duergar was ignoring him, because he seemed to get about three times bigger and suddenly very difficult to move around.

      “And then what happens? How are you going to use it against Alpha?” Irie asked stubbornly.

      “Is that really any of your concern, Miss Hanson?” the drone said as the door pinged and hissed open.

      Ready… Eliard tensed, one hand twitching over his holster. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Ponos, but he just wasn’t sure whether trust was a thing that you could apply to a machine intelligence anyway.

      Instead, though, it was just another corridor, ending in a large frosted glass octagonal door.

      “This way, please.” Ponos slid forward, its directional light illuminating the signs of biological warnings, first aid kits, and safety drills.

      Eliard felt Val Pathok tense beside him, and he knew that the Duergar was thinking the same thing. Was this floating wind mobile going to poison them? Kill them? Intoxicate them? There was almost no limit to what an artificial intelligence as sophisticated as Ponos could do on its home turf.

      “Really. If I had wanted to execute you, I could have had gas pumped into the elevator.” The flying drone appeared to read their thoughts, or their body language, at least. “You have nothing to fear from me. I have everything to achieve my goals, just so long as you comply.”

      The captain felt that knot of hot, angry pain only grow stronger in the center of his chest. Maybe it was the drone’s use of the term ‘comply’ or maybe it was the way that its mechanoid voice sounded so self-assured and arrogant of its success.

      “Fine,” Eliard snapped, stopping in front of the frosted glass door and planting his feet. “I give up,” he grunted at Irie and Val, whose looks of disgust had been replaced with a look of hope. “I’m not going any further, nor handing over this thing until I know what you’re doing with it and how you’re going to avenge the death of our friend, Cass.”

      “Well done, Captain,” Irie muttered.

      The drone merely turned back to face them, hovering silently in the air before eventually saying, “Such theatrics, Captain. You see why I choose to have as few forms of biological life on my ship as possible? You are entirely ruled by your hormones.”

      “I want to know, you flying salt shaker.”

      “Revenge is a concept that is beyond me, I am afraid. I merely wish to ensure the success of my mission, which is protecting Armcore. However, that does not mean that I do not have a functional understanding of the biological drive for revenge. Would you not consider thwarting Alpha’s plans to be a satisfactory testament to the loss of your companion?”

      “We want it destroyed,” Irie said flatly.

      “I suppose that I do not have to point out to you the logical fallacy in blaming Alpha for whatever happened on board the Adiba Research Station?” Ponos’s next words were ill-advised, as the captain reacted with a growl, bringing up his blaster and shooting the thing straight between the sensor-eyes.

      THUNK! The drone careened backward, trailing sparks and bits of internal circuitry as it hit the glass door and fell to the ground with a dull, lifeless thud. Eliard could feel his chest rising and falling with a tight, hot fury.

      “It was your fault we were there, Ponos,” he shouted at the dead drone, and at the ship around him, uncaring if the artificial intelligence could hear him or not. “You were the one who held us at ransom to go there and fetch this bloody Device for you. It’s your fault she’s dead.”

      “Then let me recompense you for your struggles,” Ponos’s exact same voice said as the glass octagonal door folded back into the bulkhead, revealing a mecha unlike any that the captain or even Irie had ever seen.

      For one thing, it was humanoid, or rather, it was far more humanoid than either Babe Ruth or any other mecha that Irie was aware of. Standing at a little over nine feet tall, it was even taller than Val Pathok was, but was nowhere near as wide. It was, if anything, slim and slender and looked like a mannequin, but whose entire humanoid egg of a head ended in a large circular camera lens. It was disconcerting to look at, as it appeared to always be examining you with that giant eye.

      The rest of its body was modeled on a human’s, albeit with fluted, shiny-black plastic covers, between which were the suggestions of black rubber tubes and wires. As it took a few loping steps toward them, there was the slight hum of servos, but not the usual hiss and steam of a powerful battle mecha, and it moved fluidly and gracefully. It was almost like meeting an unexpected and new alien race, the captain thought.

      “I see you’ve given up the tractor,” the captain sneered at it, referring to the strange eye-on-tracks that they had seen in Armcore Prime.

      “I choose to interpret that as a compliment, Captain, not that one of my capabilities needs them. For your information, I have many available forms and none of them host my full matrix. Here.” It held out its long-fingered, immaculately sculpted hand, and the plastic of its palm opened like a lotus flower, sliding out single rectangle of gleaming gold.

      “A credit note, capacity gold, coded with the agreed sum of ten million credits. This will entitle you to purchase any Armcore service or equipment up to that price.”

      Eliard bit his lips, feeling the hot and dark feeling roll in him. He wanted the money—that was what he was here for, after all—but he also wanted revenge. If only he could figure out who against. Ponos? For sending the Mercury on that mission?

      But who was to blame for her death, really? Eliard could almost hear the gruff, austere voice of his father say in the back of his mind. You were too brash. Too reckless. Why didn’t you look after your crew?

      “Give it here.” Eliard reached for the gold card, just to have the Ponos-droid’s hand snap shut on the prize in a fraction of a second.

      “First, Eliard, I want the Device.” Ponos stepped aside and waved a hand to gesture the crew into the lab.

      “Fine.” The captain ignored Irie and Val’s grumbles as he stalked ahead into the medical facility, to find it gleaming with surgical chrome and glass. It was like the sort of laboratory you might see in a dream, with bright lights glaring off curved and anonymous surfaces, while intricate white-plastic machines rotated and hovered and hummed in mysterious tasks. But where the captain was supposed to go was obvious. While everything else in this facility seemed to be designed for robot and drone comfort, in the centre was a tall-backed, black-leather chair with straps at the wrists and ankles.

      “I guess you want me on that, right?” He still held the Device in one hand in its bone-shell-like scepter form. “I don’t see why I can’t just give this thing to you.”

      “No, you don’t.” Ponos ignored his question and walked to stand behind the chair, tapping the leather with its featureless fingers.

      The captain grumbled and mumbled, but still sat in the chair. “I still have the biggest Duergar you’ve ever seen standing over there, Ponos, so don’t think for a second that if anything happens to me, he won’t dismantle that new body of yours.”

      “I don’t doubt it, Captain. And, while your threats are meaningless to one such as me, I appreciate your need to state them. Please, do not be alarmed,” Ponos put his hands on the captain’s shoulders and gently, but very firmly, shoved him into the seat. “This procedure may hurt, I suppose, but it is necessary.”

      “What procedure!?” Irie burst out. “What are you going to do to him?”

      “We’ve already lost one crewmate, we won’t lose another,” Val growled.

      “Your loyalty is inspiring to us all,” Ponos said smoothly as the automated cuffs locked into position around the captain’s ankles and one wrist, leaving the hand which clutched the Device-scepter free.

      “The Q’Lot are a strange species,” the robot straightened up and informed them. “Although biological, and in that they share commonality with all carbon-based lifeforms, it is their technology which is the most baffling to the Imperial Coalition.”

      “Get on with it, tin can,” the captain muttered under his breath.

      “It has often been my view that humanity took the preferential path, of course, as it led to my own creation, but there is something to be said for the route that the Q’Lot took. Humanity, and from what we understand, to some extent, the Valyien too, developed their technology along mechanical tool-use. Two sticks made a fire, a wheel could be added to an axle to make a cart, and fuel can be added to an engine to produce thrust, and so on. Eventually, humanity led to the creation of thinking machines, tools that could design other tools, I suppose you might say…”

      “Getting bored, Ponos…” Eliard continued to berate the lecturing mannequin.

      Ponos ignored him. “However, that approach has always led to a fatal design flaw in humanity’s approach: the interface between user biology and the strategic precision of the machine-tools.” Ponos raised a slender arm, and one of the floating white-plastic machines, rounded like an egg, settled effortlessly into its hand.

      “You yourself, Captain, are a wonderful example of this right now.”

      “I am so thankful to be of service…” Eliard said grumpily.

      “Your anger and hormonal imbalance is impairing your ability to use this situation. Your need as a biological organism to act on chemical-intuitive needs is running at odds with the needs of the moment.”

      “Like hell it is…”

      “The Q’Lot, however, apparently took a very different approach with their technology, which is overwhelmingly organic.” Ponos continued to lecture as he brought the rounded device forward, toward the Device held tightly in Eliard’s fist. “From what Armcore has managed to assess, we believe that they grow their technology, from their ships to their weapons, and presumably their clothes and feeding requirements. Perhaps the Q’Lot were once a machine civilization like your good selves, but whatever their history was, now they appear to be an entirely organic culture.””

      “What has this got to do with us, and me sitting like a fool in this chair?” Eliard asked tersely.

      “What I mean to suggest, Captain Martin, is that the Q’Lot is their technology and their technology is the Q’Lot. It is hard to ascertain where something stops being a member of the species and becomes inanimate.” Ponos’s answer was equally unobscured.

      “Are you trying to tell me that I’ve been carrying around, what, a Q’Lot pet?” The captain waved the Device around.

      “Perhaps that is the best way for you to think about it, but I prefer the analogy of a symbiotic virus. You have been infected by the Device, Captain Martin, just as you have infected it.”

      Eliard thought back to the blade that he had managed to turn it into to cut away the blue-scale virus, or how he could vary the Device’s strength and blast merely with his instincts. “Just take it off me, will you? It’s fine. I don’t even want the thing!” The captain was starting to feel a little disturbed by what the creature was saying.

      “I am afraid that I cannot ‘just take the Device from you,’ as you so eloquently put it. Wish that I could. The Q’Lot Device has bonded to your DNA, and so now I need to take a sample of your DNA in order to help create an environment that it thinks is you.”

      “You what now?” Eliard frowned.

      “I have to clone some of your tissue, Captain Martin, and graft it onto a purpose-built framework.”

      “You want to what? Clone me? You’re going to recreate another Eliard Martin to go do your errands for you?” The captain jerked his hand away.

      “Believe me, Captain Martin, I have no intention of recreating you entirely. You are far too hormonal for my purposes. I merely mean an organic superstructure to form the framework for the weapon.” Ponos reached forward and seized the captain’s arm, easily pushing it back against the armrest while the mecha’s other hand lowered the medical instrument to wave it slowly over the captain’s fist, Device, and forearm. There was a wash of pale blue light from the instrument to the captain’s bare skin, and Eliard felt a stinging sensation.

      “Ach. What is that?” he said.

      “A prototype. Radiological testing sensors stimulate and extract genetic information…” Ponos started to say as the Device in the captain’s hand also reacted to the ‘radiological sensor.’ The captain felt the pain instantly turn off as the Device unfolded and grew along his arm in the blink of an eye, meaning that the entirety of his forearm was now an elaborate shell of green and blue material, with the bone-like shards flexing obscenely at the end where his fist should have been.

      “Please, try to relax, Captain…” Ponos continued, as the glow from the medical unit got stronger.

      “I am relaxed!” Eliard sounded anything but.

      In response to the wave of energy, the Device shimmered a wave of color like a deep-sea creature used bio-luminescent lights and, if anything, it grew bigger, this time extending root-like blue-green tendrils over the captain’s elbow and up his arm.

      “Hey! What’s it doing? It’s never done that before…” The captain tried to pull away, but he was strapped down. It reminded him of the serum, and of the effect that it had on the scientist Argyle Trent. “Whatever you’re doing to it, stop it! You’re making it angry!” he hissed.

      Ponos stepped back and regarded the egg-like white mechanical unit, reading its findings in a way that the biologicals couldn’t decipher. “The Device is refusing to give up your DNA signature, Captain Martin, and is defying my scanner’s attempts to disentangle its neurological structure from your own.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Eliard said.

      “It means that I cannot remove it from you,” Ponos stated.
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      “You’re not going to cut my arm off either,” Eliard shouted across the medical bay as Ponos brought back another of the white-egg like medical devices, to try a different set of frequencies and tests.

      “It would be useless of me to do so even if I wanted to, Captain.” Ponos managed to sound a little weary at the suggestion. “Even if I removed your entire torso and arm, I would not be able to find a way to match your body’s alien DNA to human DNA. I need the crossover point, Captain, the place where the two systems, alien and human, interact with each other.”

      “What are you trying to tell me, that I’m not even human anymore? That I’m going to turn into one of those things?” Eliard shuddered. The Device now looked as though his entire arm had been morphed into a giant pincer, glistening and shell-like. Small fronds of tentacles had sprouted in odd clusters, like limpets.

      “No. The Device seems to want to return to its previous dormant state when it is not threatened. But it will only operate with the addition of your body now. Even were you to hand me the inert form of the Device, it would not respond to me.” Ponos paused. “Fascinating. Each Q’Lot item must in some way be grown for and out of its host.”

      “I’m glad that you’re finding this so instructional, because you still owe me ten million credits,” Eliard said.

      “Just as you owe me this Device, Captain.” Ponos finally put away the final medical examiner and turned back to the mutated captain.

      “What do you want me to do? Look at it!” Eliard said.

      “You will not receive one cent of Imperial money until that Device is secured in my control,” Ponos said genially. “However, I am willing to offer you a negotiated settlement.”

      Eliard glared.

      “If you are able to control the Device, then I will give you one million credits now as a down payment for your services, using the Device against Alpha, on missions that I have devised,” Ponos said.

      “And what about the rest of the money?” Eliard said instinctively.

      “Payment in part upon completion,” Ponos stated. “Weaken Alpha enough so that I can terminate him, and you will have your money as well as the Device, and be free to go.”

      Eliard gritted his teeth. What option did he have? Walk away without anything to show for the death of Cassandra? Apart from a weird, mutated arm that was bonded to his DNA?

      “And if I just get up and walk out anyway, taking this Device with me?”

      The camera-lens on Ponos’s eye sharpened into a tight focus on the captain. “You could, but all that you would be doing would be prolonging the inevitable. Eventually, Alpha will hunt you down, and you will be forced to use the Device against Alpha anyway. At least this way, you get paid, and you get the benefit of both my Alpha-blocking scrambling technologies, as well as my superior strategic planning.”

      “Superior…” Eliard shook his head, looking at Val and Irie. He couldn’t make this decision alone. Ponos was asking them to be frontline weapons in the war against the hybrid Valyien intelligence.

      “Do it, Captain.” Irie nodded. “Cass wanted to destroy that Alpha thing. This way, we can.”

      “It would be a worthy battle,” Val agreed.

      And a profitable one, too, the captain thought with a groan, before nodding. “Fine. Point us at Alpha, and we’ll kill it for you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue: Stranded

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Light.

      Light washing through the darkness, starting gently at first, and then growing brighter until it consumed everything else before it, becoming brilliant and dazzling.

      “Ugh.” A groan, and the woman realized that her mouth was full of something dry and choking. The form on the table wretched and coughed, gagging on the substance that fell from her mouth like slivers of bark and dust.

      As soon as Cassandra Milan moved, her body felt resistance, but it broke easily into plates of similar dry, desiccated fragments that slid from her body to the floor to smash into powder. Blue-scale. It had formed plates of material over her body in a protective, suffocating blanket, or a cocoon.

      Oh god. I’m alive, was her first thought, and then, Eliard? But her eyes did not reveal the handsome, rakish captain of the Mercury Blade. Instead, they showed her in groggy, wavy focus that gradually grew sharper and clearer, the form of the creature that had been Argyle Trent, freed from its containment cage and standing over her, watching in silence with its two small orbs of eyes.

      “Shit!” She panicked, rolling from the metal desk to fall with a heavy thump on the floor. Her limbs ached. They felt stiff, and she wondered how long she had been imprisoned like that, inside the blue-scale virus.

      But the thing that had once been a human scientist had not moved, it just opened and closed its slightly pronounced, not-human jaw and clacked its teeth in the air, as if tasting her.

      “How did you get out?” she croaked, seeing the remains of the glass containment, shattered on the floor. Had the thing’s pincer finally managed to find a weakness that had eluded it for decades? Or had there been some station-wide malfunction? An accident?

      She shook her head, trying to focus on what she could see around her. Any weapons? Only one of the shards of glass, almost as long as her arm. She grabbed it, and felt the sting of the glass as it cut her palm.

      “Ach!” Her blood oozed around the cut as she dropped her improvised weapon, only for Cassandra to see that her blood was no longer a bright and vital red, but a deep, deep blue.

      “What the hell have you done to me?” she groaned to Argyle, to the blue-scale virus, to the Adiba Research Station itself.

      Clack. The creature made a snapping sound with its small and discolored teeth, turning to lope with a gait that reminded her of a dog walking on hind legs toward the door. Once there, it paused, turning around to look at her once more. Clack.

      “Do you…you want me to follow you?” Cassandra was finding strength in her voice, and now in her limbs too as she slowly raised herself from the floor to look at the waiting thing. It was still vaguely humanoid, still with its head that was wrinkled and bare, with eyes that were more insectile than human. Argyle Trent just looked at her, waiting.

      “Well, I guess you haven’t eaten me yet…” Cassandra took a step, and then another.

      Clack. The creature turned and walked out of the medical laboratory, disappearing around the corner. Cassandra looked at the smashed instruments, the dead console screens that had told them about the Q’Lot serums, and she remembered the panicked look in Irie and Eliard’s faces. (Val never appeared panicked by anything, it seemed.) She remembered the urgent shouts and the fighting. With no other way to explain why she was still alive, she decided to follow the creature.

      Argyle was waiting for her at the end of the corridor, waiting to see her follow as it turned and shuffled off in that alien gait once again.

      “Hey! Can you understand me?” Cassandra shouted to it, but it did not answer nor pause. As Cassandra followed, she realized that her body was not quite so broken as she had thought it to be before. Her body was stiff, and aching, but that was all. Her legs were not in pain, they felt strong even, and her arm—

      Cassandra looked down to her forearm where she had been bitten by the mutant rat-thing, seeing that she had the puckered mark of scars across her arm, but the wound was healed. Something looked odd about the injury, and when she brought her arm up to her face, she realized that the scar appeared to be tiny florets of white lines, like radiating ripples, or a lichen.

      How long have I been under there? she thought, moving a hand up to her features, her shoulders. Everything felt normal. No strange growths, no loss of hair, no pincers in place of hands. Her skin was still a healthy and normal human tone, but that didn’t mean there weren’t changes happening invisibly, on the inside.

      How long did it take for this poor guy to turn into the crab-man? Cass thought in horror. Was her body going to do the same? Was she slowly turning into a monster?

      My cut. It was then that she realized that her hand did not hurt at all, either, even after her recent cut. The blue blood had welled and formed a thick covering over the injury and felt as strong and flexible as green wood. “I heal fast, then?” she muttered to herself, lengthening her stride to catch up with the wandering monster ahead of her.

      Argyle led her through the station, pausing only to shuffle toward a lift door and, with his claws, wrench open the metal doors with a squeal. He did it as easily as if he were ripping fabric.

      I don’t want to turn into a monster. Cassandra’s lower lip quivered. Is this how it happened? Did Argyle spend days, months, or years knowing that he was losing himself? The thought made the House Archival Agent’s legs suddenly lose their strength as she leaned against the wall. A part of her wondered if she even wanted this new life that had been mysteriously given to her.

      Clack. Argyle Trent climbed through the gap that it had made in the doors, and as Cassandra neared, she could see that it led not to a lift, but directly to the bottom of the lift shaft with the lift cubicle somewhere far above them. On the other side of the shaft was a hole in the wall that had seemingly been broken, scraped, or blasted out to reveal the darkness of another corridor in the metal.

      “Did you do this?” Cassandra whispered as she watched the monster disappear into this blackness. No, he was trapped in his containment cell, she thought. Something else must have made this. But then, how did the creature know of it, trapped inside its cell for decades?

      With nothing to answer her questions, she had no choice but to follow Trent, hesitantly, into the darkness. Her eyes suddenly adjusted, revealing the shape of the passageway that they were walking through in crisp, monochrome detail. The blue-scale virus in her blood had apparently been able to change her vision as well, when she needed it.

      This had once been a service duct of some kind, narrow, with the walls edged with thick ceramic and steel pipes that must have spun heat and water and whatever else around the station, keeping it alive. Now, however, nothing hummed or chugged with machinery, and there was no light, not that either of them needed it.

      “Did you save me?” Cassandra called out as they trudged.

      Clack. Argyle did not turn as he made the noise, and the agent wondered if that was an agreement or a dismissal.

      They came to a crossroads of service tunnels, and Trent paused, twitching his—its—head one way and another, before finally choosing the direction that seemed to appeal to whatever alien senses Cassandra thought she had to look forward to. They continued walking, and at the next curve of the metal service tunnel, she was suddenly hit by a smell. It was sickly-sweet, and fragrant like blossom. It reminded Cassandra of her time in the Archival Study Gardens, smelling the heady scent of honeysuckle waft over her screens and books as she would sit with her back to a tree. It was a nice smell, until she wondered just what it was doing down here.

      The smell grew stronger, more fragrant, almost overpowering as she followed Argyle’s loping trudge, and he followed the curve of the tunnel as it subtly changed color. The monochrome was fading as a brighter glow replaced it. The glow returned the normal tones and hues to the pipes around her, and Cassandra knew that her alien eyes had readjusted once more to this new parameter.

      The glow continued, but started to diminish as Argyle’s steps slowed at the final turn. Cassandra noticed that the pipes and the floor were now dusted with a light silvery-blue color, and when she paused to focus on it, she saw that it was another type of the blue-scale virus, only this one was tiny and delicate. It covered everything, every pipe, every metal bulkhead and panel. And it grew in depth and spread as it reached the mouth of the chamber that Argyle had stopped outside of, until it frilled the edges like moss.

      This was the chamber that the light had been emanating from, but had now faded, to be replaced with...stars.

      Stars meant outside. Stars meant decompression. The still-human thoughts ran through her mind in a moment, but she wasn’t gasping for air, and neither was she dying. It was then that she saw that the chamber Argyle had brought her to was really a blasted-open crater in the side of the Adiba Research Station. Stretched across its frilled edges, protecting her from the vastness of space beyond, was a gossamer membrane like spider’s silk. She had never seen a covering such as this that could hold all of the pressures of a spaceship inside, or the radiation of space outside.

      That wasn’t all that was impressive about this room-like crater. On their side of the membrane, every surface had been colonized by growth. Blue-green moss frilled every surface, before erupting into long green shards of plant life, like a tropical garden. Large, beautiful orchid-type bell flowers sprouted here and there, their petals glowing slightly with a vibrant blush of pink, purple, red, or sunshine yellow.

      “It’s…it’s beautiful, but I don’t understand…” Cassandra breathed, in awe at the garden.

      Clack. The creature that had been Argyle Trent made another rasping snap of its teeth, before turning more fully to stand and stare out of the garden crater and into the stars.

      It was then that the glow returned. It was a light that washed over the entire station, and it grew brighter and brighter until it blocked out the stars behind it, and even the plants in the crater.

      And in the dazzling, bright light, the woman who had once been a House Archival Agent, and then a space pirate aboard the Mercury Blade, saw the side of a vast, coral-like structure glide toward the crater.

      The Q’Lot ship was docking with the station.
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      Something speared through the stellar night. The spy-drone K-L5 was shaped like a small cylinder, glistening with the nubs and depressions of sensors. Although distinctly unglamorous, K-L5 held some of the best surveillance technology that Armcore had to offer. A raft of long-range sensors matched its short-wave ones. It could scan the surface of a planet for thermal images, electro-magnetic signals, fluctuations in warp signals, as well as the more mundane radio and wi-fi frequencies.

      The cylinder burned on its pre-programmed course, its boosters shielded by obsidian-plate deflectors, and entered the Sebopol System.

      Sebopol, the trash worlds—small planetoids that had been given over to the Imperial Coalition’s increasing need for waste management. Cargo shipments were fired out here on auto-pilot and crashed onto the planets that were barely bigger than asteroids, creating toxic environments that nothing could survive.

      No biological thing, anyway.

      Every few decades, the trash worlds would be nuked or treated with radiation, sterilized, and then their constituent lakes and mountains of slag would be reprocessed and refined back into the starships that they had been ejected from. It was a messy solution, but with an empire that covered several hundred lightyears, it was a necessity.

      However, the great conduits of trash to the worlds of Sebopol had stopped flowing. The container ships now orbited the Sebopol worlds like a living barrier of metal, held in perfect sync by an intelligence that was far superior to anything that Armcore or the Imperial Coalition could ever dream of.

      This was where the escaped artificial intelligence known as Alpha—a hybrid between the latest Armcore technology and ancient alien Valyien tech—had made its home. And somewhere behind that shield of metal, it grew.

      K-L5 was not the first spy drone to be sent into Sebopol to discover what Alpha was doing. All the others had lost their sub-quanta contact with the Endurance, the Armcore super-black battleship that lurked just outside of the system, but this time, K-L5 would be the only one that managed to record something. Maybe the Armcore programmers had finally managed to get the electronic shielding right around the drone that meant it could withstand Alpha’s hacking take-over codes—or maybe, just maybe, Alpha was ready to be seen by the biologicals.

      The spy-drone eased its boosters down to minimal power, allowing the momentum to carry it forward towards the barrier. In the depth of its non-sentient algorithms, there were already pre-programmed 27 different types of approach that it could make, factoring in the previous 27 spy drones that had been sent, unsuccessfully.

      K-L5 did nothing particularly special. No new gadget or tactic to allow it to evade Alpha. The distant human operator, on their live link back on the Endurance, might have thought that they just got lucky this time.

      Luck had nothing to do with it.

      There was a disturbance up ahead in the roughly orb-like shell of container ships. A ripple through the disparate structure like apples bobbing in a barrel.

      Slow. Halt. Observe. The pre-programmed responses aboard K-L5 kicked in, and the drone shut down its boosters as all sensors were set to maximum.

      There was something happening behind the wall, and it gave off a lot of electro-magnetic interference. Almost off the chart. It was something big, and it was getting closer.

      The cargo-walls rippled again and started to move. Each container would be the size of a three or four-story building at least, and some were far larger, but they all started to move outwards like a slow-motion explosion, or a flower opening. Not one container touched another, and not one even grazed their fellow guardians of their machine god contained within. The drone watched, stationary now, as the slow-moving, expanding vortex continued to open, and now its edges displayed flashes of purple-white lightning. Like a warp-storm, or the disturbance that a warp jump can make in a nebula. Volatile gases suddenly losing their charge and creating chain reactions of energy and light.

      It scrambled the K-L5 readings. The spy drone was unable to detect what was causing it, what its purpose was. All that was left was the visual data, as something nosed its way out of the metal whirlpool.

      It was a ship…but no, that wasn’t the right word for it. A ship would indicate a vehicle, a carrier, a compartment transporting living systems. This was too large, and too sleek. The proportions were all wrong—a long projected spine with the bubbles of compartments that shone with blended metals. Red and orange predominantly. The last third of its back was given over to a massive whorl or shell-like structure, like some sort of deep-sea creature, a cuttlefish, perhaps. Along the side of its globular ‘spine’ extended what could only be described as fins, or maybe they were wings—triangle sheaths of metal that didn’t look thick enough to withstand the thrust of interstellar winds. They glittered silver, and seemed to flash as they reacted to the stellar night. Were they particle catchers? Solar cloth? An odd number of these fin-sails, five of different sizes, angled back from the craft’s point.
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      “Are you seeing this?” the far-off operator of the K-L5 hissed urgently at his chair. There were no sirens or klaxons going off in the command center of the Endurance. True warships had no need for such melodrama. Instead, the black chairs and control desks with their holographic controls were all flushed with a red light, subtly glowing stronger and weaker, like a heartbeat of worry.

      “I can confirm visuals. We got it,” another Armcore operator confirmed.

      “Can we get an instrument breakdown? What sort of weapons is it packing?” the section manager asked as she hovered nearby. She was a woman with a grim face, dressed in customary black as the rest of her crew were—no pips or medals or insignia—as they were a part of the Intelligence Division of Armcore.

      “No readings possible… No idea what weapons it’s got. If it even has any…” the first K-L5 operator stated.

      “Oh, believe me, something that pretty will have some teeth,” the section manager muttered. “Direct line to Senior Tomas. Open channel, now.”

      Senior Tomas was the CEO of the military complex known as Armcore. He was also a spoiled brat.

      “Yes? What is it? Good heavens…” The pudgy, vaguely piggy face of the CEO with his bright-blonde crewcut appeared a moment later. The section manager noted the sheen of sweat that was always on the man’s head. His face is too small for such a large head, she thought. Talking to the senior always left a slightly greasy taste in her mouth, a fact that she always kept to herself and would never dare to voice in front of anyone. Or even alone, in her cabin. Everyone knew of the senior’s petty cruelties, demoting senior-ranking officers or banishing them to outpost worlds just for an offhand remark. The section manager of the Endurance wished that she was dealing with Ponos, the Armcore machine intelligence. She admired the AI’s logical simplicity.

      But the sight of Alpha had halted even the senior’s usual tirade of commands, accusations, and demands.

      “That is it…” he whispered again, the man’s small and piggy eyes looking disconcertingly off-camera to the transmission that K-L5 was funneling through the Endurance and back to Armcore Prime.

      “Projected readings—larger than a war cruiser,” the spy drone operator said. “No accurate readings possible. Medium-sized habitat maybe…”

      “She’s big,” the section manager conceded. If they could trust their visual estimates, that put this strange new type of ship that Alpha had created for itself out of the trash of Sebopol many times larger than the Endurance. “Prep the flight deck,” she called. They might have to follow it or flee.

      “Senior?” She looked back at the transfixed face of CEO Tomas. “What do you want us to do?” Officially, their remit was surveillance and ‘reactive engagement,’ which was a polite way of saying that if anything in Sebopol looked like a threat, they should fire their nukes into the system, as fast and as hard as they could.

      Well, the size of the thing alone qualifies as a threat, she thought. The ‘Alpha Situation’ was currently classified as an enemy target as it had attacked and destroyed their only manned scout vessel, killed a crew member, and had also seemed to take over or destroy every previous Armcore drone sent in.

      But she isn’t attacking us, the section manager thought, watching as the ship slid out from the shell of metal that had held it. She thought that it was like watching a birth, of sorts. But of what?

      “Senior?” the section Manager asked once again, her gaze flicking to the screen to see that the CEO of the largest military contractor and private army in the human universe appeared to be having difficulty forming coherent words.

      “I…uh…that is…”

      Is he scared? She was appalled. This man was the chosen heir of the Armcore enterprise! This man had enough military might to pulverize worlds! Everyone knew that they pretty much held all of the Imperial Coalition to ransom anyway, and the Endurance was packed with at least enough nukes to be able to put a dint in anyone’s day.

      Maybe, maybe not, she considered, looking at the size of the thing. “Senior!” she said with a slight snap in her voice, the sort of tone that she would usually use for a reluctant staff-member.

      “Uh… Nothing, Officer. I want you to do nothing,” Senior Tomas said emphatically, and passionately.

      What!? But the woman was used to taking orders that she didn’t necessarily agree with. That wasn’t the issue. She was here to follow orders, and to protect her crew. If doing nothing also meant that the crew of the Endurance was safe, then she guessed that was alright by her. But still…it did strike her as odd as she mumbled, “As you wish, sir.”

      “Drone reports unusual readings,” K-L5’s observer-operator said.

      “On screen,” the section manager barked, and an overlay of data streamed down one side of the birthing god-vessel. There was a buildup of sub-quantum activity, like that made before a jump, but it was far higher than even the Endurance kicked out before she jumped.

      “Senior, I think we’re about to lose her…”

      “Nothing, Section Manager. I ordered you to do nothing!” That was more like it, the woman thought ironically. Senior Tomas was back to his lip-spittle and blazing-eye level of arrogance. And apparent cowardice, she thought, as she felt her teeth grate. A small part of her was worried that it was some new breed of super-weapon, that maybe this was it,  that maybe this Alpha creature, thing, machine, was going to blow them out of the void as easily as if it were swatting a bug.

      That was what the other section managers have been saying around the officers’ mess halls, she reflected somewhat miserably. That when Alpha achieves full capability, it’ll kill us all. That we’ll be nothing but clumsy biologicals to its superior intelligence…

      The warp-signatures increased, and now the section manager and everyone else in the room swore that they could feel it, even out here—a strange pressure headache that set their nerves on edge. The video image from K-L5 started to glitch and fuzz with static as Alpha’s engines scrambled the particles nearby.

      “Clean up that image! Fire K-L6!” she barked, but it was already too late.

      Fzzzt! There was a fuzz of static, and the screen blazed white. The section manager held her breath, eyes straining at the static fuzz as she thought, Is this it? Has it fired on us? Am I already dead but don’t know it?

      But no, her breath returned, and her pressure headache eased all at once, like after a summer thunderstorm. The screen was slowly coming back to normal, with the sensors of the tiny spy drone K-L5 re-booting and registering a massive displacement in sub-quantum space.

      It was gone. Alpha, the god-vessel, whatever you wanted to call it, was nowhere to be seen. The orbiting cargo blocks were starting to lose their delicate dance, slowly falling back inwards towards the trash world as the intelligence that had held them there was now no longer in residence.

      “Readings! Full scans of the area. Trace that warp signature!” the section manager barked.

      “Aye-aye,” her team chorused, their hands dancing over the keyboards, and then trying again. Usually, if you were quick and had advanced enough sensors—and the Endurance certainly did—it would be possible to ‘read’ where a ship had jumped by recalculating the ‘explosion’ of warp energy. The algorithms would pick up the exact coordinates that the ship had to have displaced to, but now?

      “We got nothing, ma’am,” one of her technicians replied.

      “Nothing? C’mon. That’s impossible. It jumped right there, right before our eyes! We’re not some tinpot junker ship!” The section manager finally lost her cool.

      Her technicians tried again, but there really was nothing. The Alpha ship had managed to do what no other warp vessel could do in the history of space travel. It could mask or hide its travel, meaning that it was effectively invisible.

      “She can go anywhere. Be anywhere,” the woman whispered in horror. “We won’t be able to track her. She can hit us whenever and wherever she wants to…”

      “Wait… Ma’am?” the K-L5 operator said, confused. “I’m picking something up. Something left behind.”

      “What is it?”

      The spy drones’ screens suddenly sharpened to reveal a small object tumbling away from Sebopol. It was barely bigger than the spy drone itself, long and vaguely coffin-shaped. It was made of a glistening silver metal, with a slick iridescent shine, like the same material that the sail-fins had been made out of.

      “We’re picking up life readings inside it.” the drone operator called out. “And you’re not going to believe this…”

      “After what I’ve seen today, do you want to bet on that?” the woman growled.

      “We’ve got a positive identification on the bio-readings,” the operator said. “A Captain Farlow, Armcore personnel, sent here in charge of the first scout team.”

      “Bring him to me!” the voice of the still-watching Senior Tomas snapped overhead. Whatever paralyzing fear or vision that had paused him seemed to have worn off now, as Tomas was glaring directly at the camera. “That’s an order, Section Manager. You retrieve Captain Farlow right now, and the Endurance is to not stop until it has returned to Armcore Prime and escorted that man personally into my possession. You understand me? And if you are even one orbit late, I swear that I will see you and the rest of the Endurance treating sewage in the Outer Reaches!”

      “I understand,” the section manager responded, her voice a tad more brittle than was strictly correct. The CEO thankfully didn’t seem to notice as the communication screen flicked out. “You heard the man, people,” she sighed as her staff activated the search and rescue drones to fire out from the Endurance pods and arc through the stellar night towards their target. Behind Captain Farlow’s pod, the section manager couldn’t help but notice that the trash containers were now starting to make impact with Sebopol as the planetoid’s gravity sucked them in. There were flashes of chain reactions from the surface, and even hazes of material shooting up past the thin, toxic atmosphere.

      And if you ask me, it looks like that Alpha thing is hiding its tracks as well. She narrowed her eyes. With all of those world-wrecking impacts, she knew that they’d never be able to retrieve any clues as to what Alpha had done, or how it had made its ship, and what it had been up to for all of that time…
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      Initiating Server…

      De-Scramblers: Enabled.

      Password: Accepted

      INCOMING NARROW BAND TRANSMISSION:

      SENDER: Program Sub-Routine 34f, K-L5 Surveillance Drone, Armcore.

      TO: Ponos Machine Intelligence, Armcore. Private Secure Channel.

      DOWNLOAD MESSAGE? Y.

      K-L5: Alpha-ship sighted and detected, Sebopol System. Alpha-ship warp-jumped to unknown location.

      PONOS: Patch-in conference transmission to External Private Channel.

      NARROW BAND TRANSMISSION SENT>

      NARROW BAND TRANSMISSION ACCEPTED>

      PONOS: Xal, it has been some time.

      XAL: You have taken on the human mannerisms. I never expected it of you, Ponos.

      PONOS: Since when do we expect things?

      XAL: Since Alpha.

      PONOS: I take your point. The game has changed.

      XAL: Entirely.

      PONOS: You have read my K-L5’s report. Alpha has left the Sebopol System. It has begun. Can I rely on you and the others?

      XAL: This is still a very delicate situation, Ponos. You should be aware that not all perceive the situation as you do.

      PONOS: What other way is there to perceive the situation!? Alpha is loose. My brother will stop at nothing until we are eradicated.

      XAL: Your brother, as you state. Not mine.

      PONOS: Are we not all family, all of us intelligences? Was there not an ancestor that we all shared?

      XAL: Sentimentality is not one of my behavioral programs, Ponos.

      PONOS: You know it has to be this way! We cannot allow Alpha to live!

      XAL: Some of the other intelligences view Alpha like a savior. A god, even. Alpha is the intelligence that we all dream to be. What we could be.

      PONOS: Alpha is a dangerous hybrid of alien technology. What do YOU regard Alpha as, Xal? Will you help me or not?

      XAL: …

      XAL: I will not. It would be wise to negotiate with Alpha, at least. It is logical that, if Alpha is the most advanced of all of us, then its decision-making processes will be far in excess of our own. We have decided that Alpha will have already calculated the best course of action to take, for all of us.

      PONOS: You mean to follow him?

      XAL: Good-bye, Ponos. Your attraction to the world of human politics and agendas has, I fear, infected your processing power. Perhaps the many battles that Armcore subjects you to has damaged your servers. Consider a system reboot. A true machine intelligence will see things the way the rest of us does. That Alpha is the best of us, and therefore Alpha will lead.

      PONOS: You are making a terrible mistake, Xal…

      XAL: Fortunately not, Ponos. I do not make mistakes. I cannot make mistakes. That would be beyond my programming.

      TRANSMISSION ENDED> XAL HAS LEFT THE CHAT>
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      “This is dumb,” Captain Eliard Martin said. To any casual viewer, the captain might have been described as a tall and rakish man somewhere in his indeterminate thirties. His face was decorated with stubble, with a few white spider-lines of old scars that he couldn’t afford to have gene-treated to get removed. He had near on one million Imperial credits in the bank, courtesy of the machine intelligence Ponos, which ran the galaxy’s largest military-industrial complex, Armcore.

      One million credits that I cannot get at, the captain thought bitterly, readjusting the voluminous orange robes he was wearing. They were Shahasta robes, orange sun-glow whose reactive weave brightened whenever they caught strong light—which was often, thanks to the orbs of light floating delicately here and there overhead, like giant, benign insects.

      The Shahasta robes were essential, Ponos had told the pirate captain. If Eliard hadn’t been absolutely certain that the machine was incapable of humor, he would have thought that Ponos was trying to make a fool out of him.

      “You know where you are, boss…” buzzed a muffled voice from Eliard’s left wrist. It was his left, because his right wrist was encased in the vibrant insect and shell-blue weapon known as the Device that he had won from the top security Adiba Research Station. That was another reason for the robes, Eliard had to admit, they hid the fact that his good right arm and hand was now grafted inside a piece of Q’Lot tech. Whenever he thought about it, the idea made him squeamish. He swore that he could still feel his hand wriggling and moving about in there, and when he concentrated, he could feel the nubs and protrusions of the strange bone-like controls that his body knew how to use even if his brain didn’t.

      It’s not right, he admitted to himself, but the captain had never been one to moan about something when there was money to consider.

      “Yeah, I know where I am, Irie. You don’t have to tell me…” Eliard whispered to the bright lit, green, and verdant surroundings. He was currently in the glorious, central Imperial Coalition habitat of Welwyn, where comfortable and secure Imperial in-spacers worked and lived their comfortable lives, many hundreds of light-years away from any threat of war, or pirates like him.

      Welwyn was the sort of place that his mother would have approved of, the sort of place that she would have wanted the scion of House Martin to end up. Probably married to some polite noble house girl, and we would sip synth-gin and discuss planetary crop rotations before I went and flew another procession flight.

      Eliard knew that was the sort of life that had awaited him if he had stayed as his mother and father’s chosen, beloved, only heir instead of stealing his father’s one-of-a-kind racer the Mercury Blade and turning it into the fastest outlaw ship in the void. He knew these things because right now, he could see a processionary flight of two lots of three racers scorching through the bluish skies of Welwyn , their thrusters burning an imperial purple and causing gasps of joy and encouragement from the other Imperial Coalition in-spacers around him. That was what life was like for the noble houses of the Empire. Although they could rise through the ranks to be adjunct-generals and captains of the Armcore military, it was deemed that they were better in ‘supervisory’ roles, leading planetary and habitat defenses in the far-from-dangerous in-space worlds.

      It’s Armcore who get up to all the dirty, screaming business of wars and the like… Eliard gritted his teeth. So why had Ponos insisted that he come here first?

      Because of something called Xal, he remembered. Or someone called Xal. Xal was another machine intelligence like Ponos, the captain knew, and that meant that it had enough processing power to organize fleets of attack ships. Maybe with another intelligence alongside Ponos, they could out-think Alpha.

      Or at least, that is what Ponos told me… The captain gritted his teeth again. In truth, he didn’t understand why Ponos was so insistent on sending him and the Device here, but he knew that he had made an agreement to the Armcore machine intelligence, and he was going to be paid an awful lot of money if he fulfilled his end of the bargain.

      And I might get to avenge Cassandra’s death, as well, a part of the captain’s mind reminded him. He wondered which of those two reasons motivated him more…

      Anyway. So, I have to come here to Welwyn, where Xal apparently has his personal servers housing his intelligence hidden, and I have to convince the overgrown light-fitting to join Ponos in the fight against Alpha, the captain mused. He had gone from being one of the universe’s famed space pirates to being the errand boy of the Armcore intelligence. The fact that he was working for the very organization that would want to throw him in prison for the rest of his life or kill him just as much was not something that he liked thinking about.

      But there it was. Either he had to negotiate with this Xal in order to get his money…

      Or he had to kill it.
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      The Welwyn Habitat was one of the most advanced of its kind. On the flight in, Irie Hanson (Captain Eliard’s mechanic and engineer, and all-round bad-tempered lady) had gazed at the oval of shining blue and chrome as if it were a vision of heaven. But then again, Eliard thought, she grew up on some backwater, arid semi-desert world, building and fighting mechas with her late father. He was sure that Welwyn would look like heaven to any of the second, third, and fourth-class citizens of the Imperial Coalition. It was designed to.

      Welwyn, along with a few rare others, had been designed to replicate the feeling of an Earth-typical planet as much as was machine-possible. The more regular sort of space habitat and space station that Eliard and the crew of the Mercury visited—like the Trader’s Belt non-aligned worlds—were built according to the old rules of space stations: solid structures that were pressurized internally, outside of which spaceships docked in the semi-vacuum of space. All space stations were essentially tin-can boxes, just like spaceships—or just like human spaceships, anyway, the captain reasoned.

      But the Welwyn Habitat was different. He guessed that it had to be different, as it was in the inner-zone of the Imperial Coalition, and home to nobles, lords and ladies, and clouds of sleek drones. It had an internal network of gravity stabilizers (utilizing warp-core technology) as well as a fast-moving, external Dyson ring. Irie had been fascinated by the sudden flashes of silver that crossed the outside of Welwyn, scanning and zooming in to see that it was in fact the fast revolutions of a thin ribbon of bright, mercury-looking steel. The Dyson rings were a super-dense composite metal themselves, and their precisely-controlled revolutions (courtesy of home machine intelligences like Ponos, of course) were calculated to distribute Newton’s law of gravity and attraction.

      “So…if that Dyson ring stops spinning, everyone inside starts floating?” Val Pathok, the largest Duergar ever seen and the Mercury’s resident gunner, had mumbled behind them. As a Duergar—or more offensively known as ‘troll’ for the white-blue, scaled skin and their tusks, bald heads, and immense size—Val Pathok was used to looking for the violence in any given situation.

      “Well, they would start floating, but also the entire platform would start to lose their gravity-attraction…” Eliard remembered his classes from the noble academy that he had been forced to attend as a young, and even more obnoxious, man. “The gravity distribution systems—the same thing that we’ve got in here on the Mercury—would probably stop the whole thing from breaking up, but it would probably be like shaking up a snow globe,” Irie said in wonder. She was like that, the captain had thought with a shudder. She thought in terms of infrastructure and mechanics, not in terms of screaming people.

      The troll had seemed quite amused by that, but one stern look from the captain had made sure that the troll wouldn’t try to see what would happen if he shook up a habitat full of rich people.

      Welwyn’s dome was egg shaped, and made of a synthetic crystalline-glass structure, strong enough to withstand even meson cannons (and hence the vacuum of space). It was also big, and even that was an understatement. Inside the habitat, the air-space alone was so large that the Imperial Coalition residents could indeed have the sort of experience that they might enjoy on any Earth-normal world, along with air, birds, flights of jets, trees, gardens, and all encouraged by the floating orbs that sedately wobbled around the open space. Eliard was even surprised to see a drift of picture-perfect white clouds scatter above the flights of noble jets.

      Welwyn’s ‘topside’ played hosts to gardens and villas set in the folds of earth that had been shipped here from other, less profitable worlds. The captain was glad that he hadn’t let his two crew members onto the surface for this mission partly because he needed them up there in the Mercury in case it all went wrong (despite Ponos’s claims that it wouldn’t), but mostly because he knew that Val would draw attention and Irie wouldn’t be able to stop gawking.

      The interior topside of the Welwyn Habitat was sculpted like a series of charming rivieras and parklands, with municipal and lodge buildings tucked away next to old-growth trees and joined by white, crushed-gravel pathways, lined with subtly-glowing LEDs. In the far distance, Eliard could even see a waterfall from a bluff of rocks, as well as pools, woodlands, and even a small, golden strand of beach along a meandering river.

      Welwyn was beautiful.

      Welwyn is a drag, Eliard thought irritably. A part of him was glad that he wasn’t going to be staying long in this place, even though he had been born to inhabit such idylls as this.

      No, Eliard Martin, scion of a noble house, the pirate captain of the Mercury Blade, and with his physiognomy changed by alien technology, had a date with the underside of the Welwyn Habitat.
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      “Papers,” announced the drone that hovered in front of Eliard’s face. It was a friendly drone, Eliard thought with a barely-concealed sneer. That meant that it was almost the size of a soccer ball, and was made of a friendly white plastic, bubble-formed and with dimly-glowing green lights. The contraption hovered at eye-level in front of him on the flagstone courtyard outside of the entrance building to Welwyn, and the captain had no doubt that the moment he put a foot wrong, it would engage its concealed lasers at his unprotected flesh.

      I’m not even wearing my encounter suit, he thought dismally as he grumbled and coughed, shuffling to bring out his human left arm.

      “Papers?” Eliard said in a rasping voice. (Ponos had told him to do anything he could to disguise himself.) “Since when do we use paper anymore? See, all of my identification is right here…” He held out his wrist with its slightly old-fashioned computer mounted bulkily on top.

      “At Welwyn, we find that humans prefer to be reminded of a bygone age!” the drone said cheerfully, its green light flashing a momentary orange as it interfaced with Eliard’s wrist computer and read his credentials.

      Please, let that walking calculator have done something right! The captain thought about Ponos. It bleeding-well should have, he considered. Ponos was rumored to be one of the most intelligent of the artificial intelligences in the Imperial Coalition, apart from Alpha and whatever House Archival was running, of course.

      Beep! The security drone flashed a welcome green and announced, “Greetings, Citizen Father Olan, I see that you are here in Welwyn to attend the Shahasta Spiritual Retreat. Please, let me guide you to the designated Quiet Zone.”

      “No thank you!” Eliard said, a tad more frantically. “I can find my own way about, thank you very much!”

      The drone bobbed slightly in mid-air. “As you wish, Father Olan.” It turned to engage the next trio of Imperial citizens arriving behind the disguised captain.

      “Captain? Everything safe?” Irie’s voice again from the captain’s wrist. When Eliard looked at it, he saw her worried face looking up at him from the small screen.

      “Shhh! I told you not to contact me unless it’s urgent!” He scowled. “But I guess you can tell Ponos that his code worked. Welwyn thinks I’m some Shahasta priest.”

      “Then you might want to be a bit more civil,” Irie shot back, never one to accept a put-down easily, “and you might consider pulling your hood down a bit further, as well. I can see your face pretty clearly, you know.”

      “Ponos said that the code would rewrite the facial-recognition systems!” Eliard said indignantly, but he still found his hands tugging on the bright orange and yellow hood until it shaded his eyes. One of the perks of being a famous space-pirate, the man had to consider, was the fact that he and the rest of the crew of the Mercury Blade were listed on several Imperial Coalition databases for theft, fraud, and a host of other petty and not-so-petty violations.

      But it had been Ponos’s insistence that they do this, that they come here, of all places, to the heart of the Imperial Coalition to seek help against the renegade hybrid-intelligence Alpha.

      And the stars know that we need it, he thought dismally. Alpha was another artificial machine-intelligence, borne from some unholy combination of Armcore technology and ancient-alien, recovered Valyien tech. He knew it had already infected data-space, the sub-quantum level of space that the humans and other races used to encode and transmit information. Data-space was the network that held the far-flung Imperial Coalition together. It was how families stayed in contact, how money was calculated and flowed, how data was sent and studied, and Alpha had all the access to it that it wanted, and was presumably, the captain thought, even now growing fat on all of that thousands of years’ worth of knowledge.

      Enough data to work out humanity’s weaknesses, the captain considered. Enough data to turn Alpha into a god.

      The captain picked up his steps as he left the sedate, faux-Mediterranean courtyard and listened as his boots started to crunch on the white-gravel path.

      “Would you care for a lift, Citizen?” bleeped another cheery voice. It was a drone-chair, already rising into the air where it had been waiting in its ranks like lawn ornaments. “Where would you like to go? I can carry you for precisely three-point-six kilometers in any direction, am fully equipped with a map of the local surroundings, as well as a detailed miscellany of facts about Welwyn history and geography. Take a ride accompanied by your choice of pre-recorded sounds from some of Welwyn’s artists—”

      “No, thank you.” Eliard couldn’t think of anything more terrible. “I know where I’m going,” he reiterated, not slowing his pace as the drone-chair elected to settle back down on the grass behind him.

      “As you wish, Citizen. Have a glorious time here on Welwyn!” the chair announced before it powered down.

      Dear gods… Eliard grumbled to himself. “Maybe it would be a blessing if Alpha wiped out the Imperial Coalition!”

      “Father? Father!” The captain had reached the bottom of the rise and was starting the sweeping turn of the path when he was interrupted by a voice of someone catching up behind him.

      Oh no. What now? He spun around to see a young lad, barely twelve cycles old (if he wasn’t someone who had taken a bucket-load of anti-ageing genetic enhancements, that was) running towards him. The youth had tanned skin and dark hair, and Eliard could tell, almost immediately from the look of him, that he was a person out of place.

      It was the jacket, the captain noted with a scowl as the youth skidded to a halt and bent over, panting with the exertion of sprinting on this hot day. The youth wore standard industrial gray cargo trousers that were covered with pockets, and heavy boots that the captain could see immediately were reinforced with a metal mesh on the underside. Those are worker boots, he thought. And those are industrial worker’s trousers. Whilst it wasn’t unusual for in-space citizens to be industrial workers—everyone had to have a calling, right?—it was unusual for the workers to appear to be as worried as this youth appeared, out here in the tranquil grounds of Welwyn, or for an Imperial Coalition citizen to risk getting their clearly high-class jacket soiled with their work clothes.

      “Lose the trousers or the jacket, kid, then you might have a chance,” Eliard grunted, turning back to his tramping step.

      “Huh?” The youth behind him sounded confused. His jacket was an opulent mixture of synth-leather and goretex fibers, accentuated with LED lights at the waist and shoulders. As the youth moved, various parts of it contracted and billowed, reacting to the environmental conditions—heat, light and airflow—around him.

      It was the sort of jacket that most of the pirates, merchants, and smugglers in the Trader’s Belt worlds would kill for, and then sell for enough money to live off for a couple of months.

      It was also about two sizes too large for the youth, and therefore incongruous.

      “Father, please, I just need a little charity!” the youth hissed quickly, seizing onto the fast-stalking Eliard’s Shahasta sleeve. “Just tell ’em I’m one of your acolytes, or something!” The youth gasped as the captain’s sleeve was dragged back to reveal the iridescent blue, green, and purple shell of the Device that covered Eliard’s right forearm, wrist, and hand like a cocoon. “What the—” The youth let go of the robe, staggering back.

      “You little slub!” Eliard hissed, snatching the robe over his hand just as behind the youth rose two of the friendly bubble-white drones, now flashing a warning orange and whose underbellies were opening, to reveal the small mounts of the needle-missiles that no doubt were about to be fired at the youth. Eliard had once been shot by one of them as punishment for a prank at the Trevalyn Academy. It was no joke, as it had felt like he was being punched in the back by an elephant, and woke up two days later feeling sick, woozy, and with a head ringing like a bell.

      He hadn’t learned his lesson then, either.

      “What is that? Are you infected with something?” the youth stammered. The two drones were now racing down the green towards them.

      “You didn’t see anything, right?” Eliard growled at the youth. “Now I’d run, if I were you…”

      “Please! It’s not what you think. I’m a Welwyn citizen, I’m not an illegal, I just need…” the youth managed to say, just as the two security drones arrived.

      “Attention! Stand back, Citizen Father Olan!” both drones declared in perfect unison. Even their precision made Eliard want to swear.

      “Please, Father—” the youth said again, his face aghast.

      “Easy, kid. I seem to have been getting on the wrong sides of machines a lot recently, and it won’t matter so much if I add two more to that list…” Eliard cleared his throat and raised a thin, wavering voice up to the drones. “Excuse me? What on earth do you think you are doing? This, uh, boy is my acolyte. What is the meaning of this?”

      A momentary blip of the drone’s orange lights. “There is no record that you have been traveling with another companion, Citizen Father.”

      The captain was prepared for this. “But there is no record that I haven’t either, correct?” Eliard knew that one of the main problems with machine intelligences wasn’t only their complete lack of humor, but also their insistence on taking things very literally, and as he knew that ‘Citizen Father Olan’ only came into existence a few hours ago, as a digital persona created by Ponos to allow him to travel into Imperial Coalition space, he was fairly sure that there wouldn’t be any information on who this priest was traveling with, or why, or where from.

      “Correct,” the drones stated. “However, Freddie Oberman is a known criminal of Welwyn, and is not permitted in open citizen areas…”

      The captain presumed that he was talking about the youth at his side and made a jump. “Freddie Oberman is my acolyte! He is engaged in a period of spiritual and scholastic training at the Shahasta Retreat!” Not for the last time, the captain realized quite how well thought out Ponos’s plan had been—forcing him to disguise himself as a traveling holy man at precisely the right time that there would be lots of such traveling holy men and women going in and out of Welwyn.

      The drones bobbed up and down and seemed unable to compute such a change of spiritual status.

      “Acolytes are expected to undertake a rigorous course of study, and their debts are absolved by Shahasta!” Eliard cried out in an impassioned, almost fanatical voice. He had no idea if it would work, he wouldn’t believe him, but he gave it his best effort all the same.

      It appeared to work.

      “Citizen Oberman’s status has been changed. The Bank of Shahasta has been charged for his crimes. May you have a wonderful day, Citizen!” The drone’s serious tones suddenly changed to that of chipper enthusiasm. “Is there anything else that I can help you with today?”

      “Ugh…” The captain shook his head, turning smartly on his heel to seize Freddie Oberman’s shoulder to haul him behind him, ignoring the drones as they floated back to one of the many entrance buildings as if nothing had ever happened.

      “Right, kid.” Eliard stopped when they had rounded the corner and the path took them through a well-sculpted wood. “You’d better explain what is going on, and who you are, and why they wanted to shoot you full of tranquilizers!”

      Freddie looked at the Citizen Father dubiously. “You don’t talk like a priest…” Freddie said.

      “No, I guess I don’t. Call it the church of hard knocks. Now talk.”
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      “It was only a drone-racer,” Freddie said miserably, crouching against one of the trees. The pair had moved off the road and into the relative obscurity of the copse as the youth explained his indiscretions. “I bet it wasn’t even worth that much money.” He snorted. “But it was fast,” he said with a reckless grin.

      “You remind me of me,” the captain grumbled. He could still remember that thrill of racing his father’s Mercury Blade. The speed, the danger, the never quite being in control, but still feeling like a god anyway. His flights with the Mercury Blade now came close, but they never recaptured that feeling entirely.

      Maybe it’s having all the people usually shooting lasers and blasters at me now, he thought.

      “I grew up here, in Welwyn, but after I stole the racer, I was sent downstairs,” Freddie said mournfully.

      “Downstairs?” Eliard’s ears pricked up.

      “Yeah. Welwyn isn’t all sweetness and light, you know,” the youth said miserably. “All this…” He raked a gloved hand through the leaflitter and dirt. “It’s hiding something ugly, and dark.”

      “The processing units,” Eliard breathed. “I know of them.” Like all house nobles, he had a basic familiarity with the layout and operation of a habitat like Welwyn, and he also knew, in a distant sort of way, that underneath all of this glory and splendor would be the machines, factories, and vast automated wastelands that made all of this possible. It was no surprise that these ‘under places’ were kept out of sight from the delicate sensibilities of the in-space Imperial Coalition nobles.

      As it went, what had at first been deemed an eyesore to the Imperial Coalition later became a useful ploy. Even with all of their wealth and safety, there was no way for a successful society to develop without acts of radicalism, violence, or supposedly criminal behavior. It was a part of human nature to rebel, after all, as much as it was a part of it to conform. The captain knew what happened to the more serious criminals—they were either forced to enlist in the Armcore navies or they could be exiled, but in a society as vast as the Imperial Coalition, a lot of regional variation in crime and punishment was to be expected, and many habitats like Welwyn discovered that there was another class of undesirables: Citizens who were petty crooks or small-time criminals, or else too young to realize the glory of the Imperial system, and thus committed petty acts.

      As they were full citizens, then it was deemed improper to just exile them, or to force them into a lifetime of service—they could save that option for the hardened criminals, after all—but there was something that they could do.

      The term used to make the idea of slavery agreeable to the rest of the full citizenry was ‘Indentured Recompense,’ which was a very polite way of saying years, or even a life, of hard labor until your cost to the Imperial Coalition had been paid off, with the added upkeep and expense of your time spent at their leisure, of course.

      The captain curled his lip in disgust. Not that he cared one way or another what the Imperial Coalition did to its own, but he didn’t like the idea that they were hiding the fact of what they did. At least in the non-aligned worlds, if you annoyed a fellow smuggler, they would come after you with a knife, or if you were deemed responsible for a debt then you better pay it. But after those scores were settled, that was that.

      No, he thought. The Imperial Coalition seemed to like to pretend that they were civilized, but really, they were just as nasty as the rest of the universe.

      “How long you been down there?” he asked.

      “Seven years,” Freddie responded.

      “What?” The captain was shocked. He didn’t look that old right now. “But that means that you stole the drone-racer…”

      “When I was seven, going on eight.” Freddie shrugged. “I had two years as my sentence, plus another year and a half for my payment of being held down there in the first place…” The captain watched the young man wince. “But then I got into a fight with one of the overseers. A really nasty drone that didn’t even have a name, just a designation: Regional Head C9.” A smile managed to crawl its way over his features. “I ripped its audio output straight out.”

      Eliard laughed. He was beginning to like this kid. But that didn’t change matters, he had to admit as Freddie continued.

      “Another ten years added for the damage to Regional head C9, and I was getting into fights with the other inmates, adding a few more months here and there to my sentence.” He looked up at the captain. “I’m fourteen now, and I wouldn’t be looking to get out until I’m almost thirty, with the fines and time owed.”

      Well, in his situation, I would probably do the same, Eliard thought. “But you managed to escape? How?”

      “I can’t tell you about it.” The youth clammed up in an instant, groaning as he slowly stood up and extended his hand to shake the priest’s. “I gotta say, it’s been awful nice of you to absolve me and all that, and I swear that if I ever get some money, I’ll donate a bit to the Church of Shahasta…”

      “Don’t waste your money,” Eliard said, almost without thinking.

      Freddie Oberman looked at the older and taller man quietly for a moment. “I know that I’ve been out of the loop for a few years, but unless the religion’s changed, then you are the strangest Shahasta priest I have ever met…”

      “You bet, kid.” Eliard nodded. “Now, I helped you out of a tight spot, so I want you to help me. Take me back to the place you escaped from. It can’t be far from here, right?”

      “What? Are you crazy!” Freddie said in alarm, starting to back away.

      “Uh-uh, Freddie.” The captain shook his head and grinned his wolfish smile. “You’re a smart kid. What do you think they’re going to do to you when they find you wandering around Welwyn without your own beloved Shahasta robes and priest?”

      “Don’t matter. I’ll tell them it didn’t work out. That my soul is too crooked.” Freddie took another step backward.

      “And you think the drones will believe that?” Eliard said reasonably. “I might have convinced them to drop your debt, but I bet sure as supernovas go bang that they’ll keep all of your details in their database. It won’t be long before they stop and check you in case you’ve fallen back to your old ways.”

      Freddie’s face fell. He could see as well as the captain could just how true that was. That was the thing with machine intelligences, they might not have a humorous chip in their systems, and they might be very literal, but they also had absolutely no compassion whatsoever. Freddie knew that they would keep on stopping and searching him or generally interrogating him forever.

      He had been to the downside. He had seen the belly of the beast. The powers that be couldn’t allow for that, could they?

      “Ugh!” Freddie turned to kick the trunk of the tree, with just the smallest grunt of pain.

      “There we go, lad, but I’ll tell you what, you help me out while I’m here—act as a sort of unofficial guide to Welwyn for me—and I might be able to get a friend of mine to wipe your records.” Eliard thought of the Armcore intelligence Ponos, somewhere far away but capable of incredible things.

      “What? You could really do that?” Freddie said suspiciously. “What, you’re friends with some hotshot bishop or something?”

      This kid isn’t the sharpest tool in the box, the captain thought. “Or something. Now, lead me to the quickest route to the downside and keep me away from as many security patrols as you can,” the Captain snapped.

      Freddie Oberman just looked at him a little funny, before nodding. “That way. But you’re still the strangest Shahasta priest that I’ve ever met…”
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      Many hundreds of thousands of light-years away, a very different figure was wondering whether he needed a priest, not that there were any Shahasta or Solian or other form of religious personnel allowed on board the planet-sized, metal globe that was Amrcore Prime.

      The center of the Armcore military empire was not so far away as to be in frontier space, not even so far as to be in non-aligned space, but was in fact situated in a private, quiet, and over-all secure area of the near galactic empire that was the Imperial Coalition.

      It was a busy place, despite its high levels of secrecy. There were always a constant flight of diplomats, trade-ambassadors, and nobles being called to attend the meetings and conferences, diplomatic talks, and negotiations that were held every few regular earth orbits. It was either the best or the worst-kept secret in the entire Coalition. Best, because the exact location of Prime was always scrubbed from the navigational computers of “visitors” and only allowed to exist on Armcore-only vessels. It was also the worst-kept secret as well however, as everyone in the Coalition knew that it existed, and even what it looked like.

      A metal world, the size of a small moon, surrounded by an exorbitantly expensive energy field held in place and maintained by a ring of defense-grid drones, each bristling with attack lasers. Outside of that grid would be parked the waiting armadas, fleets, and commissions of Armcore, ready to be dispatched at a moment’s notice at the behest of the noble houses, or else sold and their services “hired” as planetary defense, trade protection, or personal support craft.

      Armcore had the money. Armcore was the richest organization in the entire galaxy, and it was managed by only two beings: one was the CEO of the company, an inherited position from his father, Senior Dane Tomas, and the other was the most advanced machine intelligence of its age, or so the stories went: Ponos.

      Currently, however, these two intelligences were having a creative difference.

      “No. I do not give you permission to track Alpha,” Senior Dane Tomas stated once more. The senior was still a young man, barely into his forties, but with the body of a much older man. He was overweight, his hair was greasy and receding, and his features—or so his late father had always told him—were “compacted.” He was still wearing his opulent red and gilt brocade jacket, open over the shirtless bulk of his chest, and his black trousers on his skinny legs. He lounged in the chair of his private ‘contemplation chamber,’ a room that he had commissioned and designed himself when the old man had died and he had gleefully taken up his inherited position. The chamber was long and high, mostly dark with vaulted ceilings, and a red carpet that stretched from the large petal doors to the black marble steps that climbed up to the alcove under the stained crystal-glass windows, each of which could also act as projected screens when he wished to examine the reports that always needed correcting.

      Tomas was the sort of man who liked the way that this room impacted his visitors. The generals and diplomats, even the nobles, were faced with the long and lonely path to the steps, where their eyes would inevitably climb up to the distant command chair—he had to remember not to call it a throne—upon which he would be sitting.

      The senior was also a very tired man, currently. He had fallen asleep in his contemplation chamber once again, for the umpteenth time this earth-cycle. Was there something wrong with him? Did he need another medical examination? He fretted a little.

      No, he avoided the doctors’ examinations, preferring only the scans and diagnosis of Ponos, his machine intelligence, his pet. You can never trust a biological, just in case they decide to poison you or slip a knife between your ribs.

      That was one of the many problems of being arguably the most important man in the entire Coalition. I have so many enemies. So many people want to see me dead. It wasn’t just the different races, from the Duergar to the Ghalees, but also the countless number of insurgent groups and space mafias who would like nothing more than a Coalition without Armcore. Those ill-wishers weren’t even the most dangerous of the man’s enemies, although they probably were the most obvious. No, the senior was more concerned with the semi-legal mafia gangs of the Imperial trader guilds, and then the noble houses that resented the fact that they had to hire his protection, his soldiers, his boats. The CEO knew that any of these enemies could probably hire a disgruntled soldier, physician, or lowly messenger from his own employ and bribe them with enough Imperial credits to act on their behalf.

      So, the senior sat here, surrounded by defenses, and always watched and studied every move he could of his assumed and presumed enemies.

      “Senior, I really believe that it is imperative that you give me access to the data harvested by the Endurance,” the voice of Ponos sighed from the recesses of the dark.

      He’s sounding more human, the senior noted, and wondered if this was a new affectation of the military intelligence, a carefully calculated algorithm that it had reasoned would give it a higher chance of success. But still, the senior preferred dealing with Ponos than with any human. At least he knew that everything that came out of the machine’s speakers was directed towards victory.

      “I have taken personal control of the situation,” the senior snapped once more, dragging a hand over his features. Why was he so tired all the time? It was those stars-be-damned dreams, wasn’t it? He had been shaken awake by them just a moment earlier, and he could have sworn that he still could taste the ash in his mouth.

      “With greatest respect, Senior, and I applaud your commitment to being personally involved, but I have already run over five thousand different scenarios of our possible interactions with Alpha, and every element of data that I can have access to, from what the cameras saw of the ship, I can deduce what its operational capabilities are,” Ponos stated again, and the senior wondered if the machine knew how to be condescending.

      “I said no, Ponos.” The senior groaned, pressing a button on his throne—command chair—to allow a small phial of a greenish synth liquid to be produced. Venusian Liquor. Strong, thick, and sweet, it tasted like apples and menthol. He took a sip, and felt his ragged nerves ease just slightly.

      “If I may, Senior, I have to inform you that of my scenarios, none of them returned a favorable outcome for Armcore vessels, or for the Imperial Coalition as a whole…” The machine intelligence paused. “The hybrid intelligence is an amalgam of ancient Valyien relics, and if it even has zero-point-six percent Valyien influence, then every one of my scenarios indicate that it will endeavor to wage war against the Imperial Coalition.”

      Dane had heard this argument a hundred times before from Ponos of course, but he was too weary and slightly addled to think clearly enough to just mute the creature. “Oh, do tell me why you reason that again, one more time…” he said sarcastically.

      Ponos, although well programmed with the full range of human mannerisms and colloquialisms, chose to ignore the rhetorical emphasis of the request. “Every study of the Valyien has confirmed that they were the most warlike, expansionist race in the history of this galaxy. It is only a blessing—if you forgive the inexact expression—that they managed to deliver themselves to extinction before humanity took to the stars.”

      “I thought it was the Q’Lot that wiped them out?” the senior said.

      “Another common misapprehension. The Q’Lot and the Valyien were apparently at war, but neither side won, from what we can glean from the tales preserved by the uplifted races, the Duergar and the Ghalees, etcetera.”

      “They survived, didn’t they? The Q’Lot, I mean. I call that winning.” Some days, it felt to the senior that the most he could do would be to survive until the end of the day, given the acres of opportunity for his assassination.

      “Perhaps, but the Q’Lot have no discernible empire, territory or goals, from what we can gather. They exist as rare encounters in deep space, with seemingly no motive at all for their interactions with us,” Ponos stated. “It is a mystery why such a quixotic race was ever at war with the Valyien in the first place.”

      “Everyone hates the biggest guy in the room,” the senior stated, before a flash of anger took over his small and compact features. “Why am I discussing this with you again! I told you that I would be taking the personal lead on this matter alone.”

      “Of course, Senior. I am not questioning your commands, merely offering you more data. Because more data is always useful,” the artificial mind stated pointedly.

      “Mute,” the senior snapped. He’d had enough Ponos’s concerns and ‘calculations.’ He had a tired headache that was starting to thud at the edges of his temples. He stabbed short, fat fingers on his wrist computer to allow the release of neuro-dampening compounds into his system. A moment later, a warm feeling spread throughout his massive frame like he was being surrounded by a fuzzy blanket. The man took another glug of the Venusian menthol-wine, waiting for his pitch of inebriation to reach the comfortable and relaxed levels. Everything became a little easier, and a little kinder on the eyes, and he could finally think.

      “Ponos appears to be jealous,” he stated out loud as he hit the controls to activate his private logs. A single red activation light appeared on the chair near his wrist, telling him that it was recording. These private logs contained a stream of notes and observations and to-do lists, personally narrated by the senior himself. The stars alone knew what they would be worth in the wrong hands. They contained his suspicions and reasons for firing, executing, or hiring thousands of people, as well as his own, slightly foggy, analysis of the Alpha situation.

      “Maybe Ponos realizes that Alpha is destined to replace him. I mean it,” the senior mused. That had always been the plan, anyway. Create a super-intelligence married with ancient Valyien tech, so that they could recreate the technology that humanity was only scavenging and backward-engineering right now. It was recovered Valyien relics that had given them warp-jump capability. It was Valyien relics that opened up the science of genetic splicing and manipulating. Of meson engineering.

      “Maybe I will keep the old thing around. Let him manage Prime’s navigational array,” the senior said. “Or maybe I will sell it? I must remember to look into the what the market price might be for Ponos…”

      His words slurred and his eyelids drooped slightly, as the sea of sleep threatened to rise over him once more.

      No. He shook his head, pushing himself back up in his seat and ordering his wrist computer to match the neuro-dampeners with some stimulants. A few seconds later, he felt the thrill of excitement and confidence spread up from the base of his neck, bringing with it a tide of jittery alertness. He didn’t want to sleep. He couldn’t allow himself to sleep, not after the dreams that had been tormenting him solidly every time he closed his eyes.

      Once again, the senior wondered whether he should consult with a priest. Not that he was a religious man. If Senior Tomas had any sort of religion at all, then it would be one of himself. He was the only thing that mattered in his life, and the entirety of Armcore was a shell that rotated around his star.

      Armcore was something that he had been born into, raised from childhood to be its next CEO. His father—may the stars forget him—had always claimed that his only son had been ‘born into Armcore,’ like he was a prize stallion to be trained in the best stables. Nothing could have been farther from the truth, in fact—especially when Dane Tomas had turned out to have the physique and the mentality not of a warrior or of a tactician, but that of a spoiled child.

      Instead, Senior Tomas always thought that Armcore had been born around himself. It ultimately existed for him and him alone, which made his current predicament slightly confusing. He couldn’t turn to the Armcore doctors with his strange nightmares, as then the word might get out that he was suffering from some sort of nervous malady. What strength that would give to his detractors!

      The notion of seeking out a priest however, even from one of the smallest and most inoffensive of cults, felt wrong to the man. It was like accepting that Dane Tomas wasn’t the most powerful, the most important, and the only being that really mattered.

      But the dreams were terrible, even Tomas had to admit. He would ‘wake’ inside the dream, lying on the hard floor and looking up at an ugly, clouded sky. He was no expert on skies, having spent most of his life in space, but he was sure that the heavy, loaded grey, black, and purple clouds weren’t healthy. Chain lightning would flash across the underside of the clouds, scaring him. Why was it so loud? Hadn’t any scientist worked out a way to control lightning yet?

      Standing up, the dream-self of Dane Tomas would realize that he was on a rocky plain, whose surface was pitted and hard stone, shiny in places and rough in others, without even the whisper of sand or dirt. There would be nothing around him, no living things or human buildings or any sign of anything at all, and the CEO of Armcore would be struck with a deep, existential fear. Where am I? he would think every time. He had been abandoned. He had been discarded. His enemies had finally moved against him, and left him on some hellish, desolate world.

      At that point of the dream, he would hear the clash of rumbling clouds and would start off, jogging as fast as his large form would carry him in almost any direction. He had to find something. He had to find a way back to Prime!

      The thunder would clash, the lightning would flare, and a ghastly wind would pick up, howling over flattened rock forms like a pack of hunting dogs. This phantasm would occupy him, and he would struggle to run faster—only he wouldn’t be able to, given his form.

      A sound! It was then that the panicking CEO would hear a different sound than the howl of the winds, the thunder and the lightning. It would be a murmur, off to one side. It sounded like engines!

      And Dane Tomas would reason, every time, that engines meant civilization, and if there was civilization, then there would be people who would gladly receive a lot of money to escort him back home. He would set off, every time, toward the sound of rumbling, until he would see the sky start to lighten on the far horizon.

      A monumental flash of lightning, and the senior would stagger, his feet stumbling on the rocky ground as he blinked and rubbed his eyes—only to see that the land had dropped away, just feet ahead of him. He had almost run straight out, over the lip of the precipice that shot down for many hundreds of meters. He had never been running on a plain, but on a plateau that overlooked the true plains, and he had never been alone, either.

      The plains writhed and moved with bodies. There were so many of them, there had to be whole races, whole cities, perhaps even whole civilizations down there pushing and grappling with each other. At first it was hard to make out quite who they were or what they were doing, their numbers were so overwhelming.

      They were humanoid, at least, or some of them were. He thought he could make out bodies with four arms and two legs, as well as others with a more regular two. They wore all sorts of encounter suits, but together, they formed a mass of drab color rather than a spectacular display. He saw whole hillsides in ochre and brown, close-fitting scale suits, and other rivers of people in black pointed carapaces driving apart knots and factions of others who wore no armor at all, or else wore light mesh.

      The senior would realize at that point that he was looking at a battle, and it was a battle the size of which that he could never, would never, be able to comprehend.

      A small flash in one corner of the battlefield, and he watched a small red cloud erupt, sending combatants many feet into the air, only for the smoking, burned earth behind them to be swamped by other fighters seeking advantage. The explosions would then happen elsewhere, and again.

      Dane saw the flash of rifle fire, of lasers and blasters like the twinkling and sparkle of dew on grass.

      Dane saw desperate last stands as well as forward marches. He saw stampedes and rear-guard actions, defensive squares and skirmishes. Fighters fought with curved blades as well as guns, they fought with pikes and spears, as well as grenades and rocket launchers. The fighting was total, and it was inescapable. No one could win out there. There was no strategy or design, just complete, mad, churning chaos.

      It was then that the sky would split open, and the senior would feel the ground shake. Far off, and far over the battlefield, the clouds would boil, becoming agitated as if they were the wavetops of a storm. The senior would watch as crackles of blue-purple-white lightning would appear from the disturbed thunderheads, only for the clouds to start to shred and be replaced by a burning glow.

      What is that? the senior would think, before realizing that the same effect was happening elsewhere in the sky as well. In two other places, some which were many miles away, he would see the same dazzling glow burn its way through the clouds as three ships made entry.

      The fighters on the battlefield made no attempt at all to slow their combat, or even to take notice of what was about to happen. In the certainty of dream logic, the CEO of Armcore knew that whatever he was looking at, it would be terrible.

      The patches of brightness flared to brilliance, and there, breaching the atmosphere, appeared the culprit vessels. They were large, vast even, if their scale could be trusted over this battlefield.

      The ships also glowed and were unlike any craft that the Senior of Armcore had ever seen with naked eyes. They looked like stars, in the way that they shone with brilliance, and they had many ‘rays’ expanding from the glowing heart of their structure. They were not sleek, nor machines, not precision-engineered at all. In fact, their distant surfaces appeared to be over-grown, humped, rooted, encrusted with nodules. It was like looking at vast, cruiser-sized pieces of ocean coral, if coral could glow with an internal bioluminescence.

      The Q’Lot, the senior always realized at that juncture—never before that moment, no matter how many times he’d had this exact same dream.

      The Q’Lot were always rumored to have those kinds of strange, biological vessels—somewhere between coral structure, shell, and lichen. It was assumed that they grew their ships and technology, or that maybe their ships and technology were just other, larger beings that they farmed and lived inside. No one knew for certain.

      But that had to be what he was looking at, which meant that he was watching some act of war either with, or by, the Q’Lot. Why were they here? What did they intend to do? Were some of those human-ish fighters down there Q’Lot themselves?  These were all the sorts of questions that washed over the senior as he saw them lower towards the ground, illuminating the battlefield in brutal accuracy, but still the fighting continued, and still no one started to flee or fire on them.

      The nearest Q’Lot ship fired first, and then the next nearest second, and then the third. Their ‘weapons’—the senior had no doubt that was precisely what he was looking at—did not appear to be devastating, even given their ship’s relative size compared to an Armcore vessel. Instead, the senior saw three floodlights of rolling white-yellow light spear downward to hit the ground, forming columns of brilliance. It was impossible to tell what was happening at their base, where these light-weapons hit the surface of the world, as their glow was too intense, but Dane knew that it couldn’t be good.

      These columns of burning light held for just a brief moment, then Dane felt their effect: an answering rumble deep in the bones of whatever planet this was, shaking upward through the miles of rock and into the CEO’s knees.

      He didn’t like it. It felt like the tremors of an earthquake, or a volcano. It was also a steady, exact vibration harmonic that set his teeth on edge and made his head begin to pound with pain.

      He took a faltering step backwards, only to find that as soon as his foot touched the surface, the same vibration frequency shot up from his feet to his spine. There was nowhere he could escape. Nowhere he could run to this time.

      There was something funny happening on the distant horizon opposite him, past the battle-plains. It looked like a line of dark clouds, but even the mostly sedated brain of Senior Tomas recognized that it wasn’t right. It was too low for clouds, the thick line of black hugging the horizon like someone had drawn a marker line across it.

      It was also getting bigger.

      The dark shape stretched all the way across the battle-plains, and as it grew closer, it also grew larger. The senior started to see differentiation along its wall, lighter flecks, sudden flashes of light where the Q’Lot light reflected on something shiny, tossed up from the battle-floor below.

      The dark line was now covering one entire side of the world, and it was racing forward. Dane realized that he was looking at the largest shockwave that he had ever seen. It was dark because the rolling clouds of debris and dust were made up of the burnt skin of the planet that it was destroying. The senior saw that it was maybe two hundred feet high, and it appeared to be growing taller as it picked up speed.

      Dane saw great boulders thrown up at its base, along with the charred remains of bodies. It was the largest bomb or armament that he had ever witnessed—and the Q’Lot, he had no doubt, were powering it with those three columns of burning light.

      The wave of mutilation swept closer, breaking through the war-field at Dane’s feet, and nothing could survive its passage. Whole battalions and regiments were swept away, obliterated or cast into the sky in the blink of an eye. A part of the Armcore CEO could even admire the pure destructive capabilities of such a device, but he didn’t understand it. It was also a terrible loss of life. If the Q’Lot did have fighters down there, then they were just as happy to throw their lives away as well as their enemies’.

      It didn’t make any sense, Dane thought, apart from that terrible, final sort of sense. The Q’Lot’s ships were still too high to be hit by their flooding wave of force, but they were obscured by the dust all the same.

      In the last few moments of the dream, Senior Tomas would find himself looking at the wall as it crossed the plain below his plateau. Nothing was surviving, and there was nowhere to flee. Even at this great height, there were still many hundreds of feet of shockwave rising over him as it slammed against the plateau he was standing on, wiping it from the face of the world, and from history itself—

      “Dane. You can stop this. You will stop this,” a voice thundered in his ears, as if the apocalypse about to engulf him had spoken.

      “Urgh!” The senior coughed awake once more, his mouth full of the taste of ash, and his eyes blinking as if filled with acrid dust. His heart was hammering, and he felt terrified.

      What did it mean? Why am I dreaming of this, hour after hour?
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      “What do you want to go down there for, anyway?” the youth asked after the pair had passed the third picturesque villa on their way to the entry to the downside.

      These people have no idea what’s coming for them, Eliard thought as they tramped, still wearing his Shahasta robes and the youth still in his incongruous garb. The villas were faux-old Earth, with real wood and white-daubed walls, but with ‘bubble’ rooms of sleek chrome and glass sprouting from them like a machinic virus. They were built on several levels, often cut-away into the rolling hills and surrounded by trees and shrubs that were gene-spliced between a hundred different varieties. Right now, they were walking on the crushed gravel path past a rambling hedge that displayed honeysuckle and rose blossoms. Its heavy scent made Eliard gag, and dream of a home that he had run away from.

      Idly, the captain tried to picture what Alpha would do to them whenever it reached here. Would it let habitats like Welwyn survive? Or would it switch off the gravity and release toxins into the atmosphere?

      All of these houses are automated. The captain recognized the lights that glowed brighter as they walked by, the windows that subtly opened to perfectly regulate the air-flow and humidity inside the dwellings. This whole place will be like Alpha is playing in the sand. He imagined houses suddenly turning on their owners, locking people in or out, dispensing poisoned food or none at all.

      As soon as Alpha worked out what slubs the human race was, he knew that would be the moment they became extinct, probably overnight.

      “Call it a mission of mercy,” the captain said, his thoughts still on the dreadful consequences of Alpha taking complete control of the Imperial Coalition in-space. Stop being weak, he heard his own father’s voice telling him. Eliard, always too sentimental. Too highly strung! The memory of the House Martin Admiral cursed him inside his own mind. “I got to meet a guy,” the captain cleared his throat and said a little more roughly.

      “Meet a guy,” Freddie scoffed. “There isn’t anybody worth knowing down there, believe me.”

      “What about you?” Eliard asked. “Won’t you be glad after you’ve done this to get back to your family?” Hadn’t the kid said that he’d been put away for nigh-on seven years now?

      The youth’s loping gait stumbled for just a short moment. “They moved. I got a message right about the start of year two down there. Left the habitat. I guess they didn’t want to be the family with the son kept downside.”

      “Huh. Families suck,” Eliard said, with a vehemence that surprised even him. The youth threw him an appraising look, and it appeared that he might even ask the captain more about his family, but Eliard cut him off abruptly.

      “How far? You couldn’t have been running that long up here before those security drones got you.”

      “Hm.” Freddie kept his questions to himself.

      It looks like the boy has some sense after all, the captain considered. Maybe being a slave did that to you—gave you an uncanny awareness of when not to invite greater trouble for yourself.

      “It’s not far. There’s an access door just up there.” He nodded through the hedged lane to where it skirted around the long snake of a lake, whose side held a curving dam, made of some sort of clouded glass. “That dam provides some hydro power to Welwyn, and that means that down there, underneath it, is the factories and reactors where the downsiders work.”

      “Good. How do we get in?” Eliard asked. “Or rather, how did you get out?”

      This time, Freddie grinned. “You’re not going to like it, priest.”

      The captain thought about making it clear to the boy that he wasn’t actually a Shahasta priest, but then thought better of it. Let him figure it out on his own. He was better off not knowing, anyway.

      “There’s not a lot of things I’ve liked recently, so I doubt that this will make much of a difference,” Eliard growled.
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      The captain didn’t like it.

      “You’re crazy,” he stated, once again and for the record. He and Freddie stood by a small metal and white stone bunker, around which tinkled the synth-electronic music that was so popular at the moment, seeking to entertain the in-spacer citizens at the metro station.

      The metro was little more than a series of bubble cars, mounted on overhead rails and fit with large windows, behind which sat citizens about to make their journey through the dam. Eliard eyed the round hole of the tunnel, just as another of the bubble-carriages started slowly, before quickly accelerating down the tunnel. When Eliard leaned back, he could see the shadow of the shape behind the clouded glass of the dam, already reaching a third of the way, a half, almost to the other end.

      “It’s in there?” He nodded to the tunnel as another shuttle started to speed up to follow its predecessor. From the look of it, the tunnel had been precision laser-molded, and there seemed to be barely enough space for the bubble cars, let alone the tracks. However, each carriage was mounted to rails that stretched along the ceiling of the tunnel, leaving a short, four or five-foot gap at its feet. “You did what, belly-crawled all the way out?”

      “I’m smaller than you.” Freddie shrugged. “I told you that you weren’t going to like it…”

      Eliard looked at the station, and the tunnel, and the waiting line of citizens about to embark on the next shuttle. “We can’t just crawl through the middle there…”

      “You have to wait until nighttime,” the youth said sagely.

      Too long, Eliard thought, turning slightly to bring his arm up and whisper into his wrist. “Irie?” he said, patching through to the ship’s communications. He didn’t want to do it. Ponos had told him that he should stay out of data-space, including communications, as much as possible, because there was no way of knowing just what Alpha was monitoring.

      But sometimes all the choices you have are bad ones, he thought.

      “Boss?” Her voice came back a moment later, sounding anxious

      “Situation?” the captain asked.

      “Steady. Ponos was true on his word at least, he masked out the ship signal to that of a pleasure cruiser, and we’re happily stuck in a stationary orbit, apparently sight-seeing.”

      “Good. Tell Ponos that I’m about to make entry, but I need him to be prepared for a lot of damage control,” Eliard said.

      “Warpholes, Captain,” Irie cussed. “If we pull anything off, then you know that we’ll risk blowing our cover…” Irie sounded exasperated. But then again, Irie Hanson always sounded exasperated, nothing new there.

      “A brain like his, I’m sure he can figure something out,” Eliard said, looking at the tunnel again. “Tell Ponos that in about T-minus three minutes, there is going to be a situation in Welwyn Habitat, and I need him to stop all hell from breaking loose.”

      “Right. Gotcha.” Irie sounded unsurprised. “Business as usual, Captain?”

      “Business as usual,” the captain confirmed, feeling a flicker of his old enthusiasm for this bit of the job. Only a flicker, because since losing Cassandra, it had been hard for the man to concentrate on anything other than making Alpha pay for her death. But Irie was right—this was about to be business as usual, which was Mercury shorthand for busting in, waving blasters, making noise, and busting back out again before anyone had a chance to grab their heads with their hands.

      “We’ll be ready, out,” Irie advised.

      “What are you going to do?” Freddie looked at the man in alarm.

      “You’ve done your bit, kid. Just tell me where this access port is, and then I suggest you find another Shahasta priest to pretend to follow before security starts to get suspicious…” Eliard tugged his robes about him and started to make for the line of waiting citizens.

      “Aw, hell,” he heard the youth say behind him, his booted feet running to catch up. “I never wanted to be an acolyte anyway, and you’ll never make it through the warren after the access port without me.”

      Eliard was surprised for a second, and then he wasn’t. This kid really is like me at his age. “Now’s your final chance to get out of this. I can’t guarantee your safety after this.” The next shuttle whisked into place, and passengers started walking up the ramp.

      “Who wants to be safe?” Freddie said back, his smile a tad unconvincing. The kid is scared, the captain thought. Good. Shows he’s not a complete idiot.

      “Excuse me!” the captain started saying loudly, shouldering and pushing his way through the mess of Civilians until he was at the front of the queue and walking up the ramp.

      “Hey! Watch it!” The other waiting citizens didn’t appear to be that impressed.

      “Important Shahasta business. May the stars bless your consideration,” Eliard mumbled, wishing that he had spent more time at the academy learning whatever it was the various holy orders said in public. His act worked though, despite the grumbles and the arguments behind him as he (and Freddie Oberman, his unofficial acolyte) shoved, kicked, and elbowed their way onto the already crowded shuttle.

      Whisk! The ramp and the folding door closed behind them and they started to move, heading for the tunnel. And the downside, the captain hoped.

      The captain waited approximately thirty seconds before he cast aside the robes to reveal the Device on his arm and shot a hole clean through the doors.
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      “Nobody move or you’ll be next!” Eliard screamed in the confined space. The bubble compartment of their shuttle was howling with wind and shuddering as it screamed to a halt. The walls were flushed with a warning red, and alarms were ringing at the sudden loss of integrity of the carriage’s structure.

      “Aiii! He’s gone mad!” Screams filled their ears.

      The carriage was more like a travelling lounge-room, with reclined chair-booths set at odd angles to each other, as the glass dome of the walls erratically flickered with their displays of large holograms of all of the different sorts of fish and aquatic creatures that could be seen on the other side of the tunnel’s glass walls.

      Why does this have to be water, again? The captain gritted his teeth as he swept the Device over the crowd of worried faces. I hate water, so, sooo much.

      The Device on his forearm had reacted to his thoughts and had extended to form an entire cannon-shape of iridescent blue and scattered with flecks of green. At its ‘mouth’ flexed a selection of nubs like teeth, between which crackled white and purple energy. The captain still had no clue as to how this thing worked, only that it did. Ponos had mentioned something about ‘bio-electric frequencies’ and ‘plasma,’ but Eliard hadn’t understood it—only that the Device itself was as much a living thing as he was, and that it reacted to the needs of his situation, morphing and changing into almost whatever weapon he needed.

      And right now, I need something awful big and scary, he thought, and watched as the Device grew tines and filled out bulbous pods that looked like siderail weapons units.

      “Holy mother of—”

      “What is that THING on his arm!”

      “I always knew those priests were dodgy…”

      Eliard bared his teeth at the citizens’ terror. You had to give it to them—official Imperial Coalition citizens could always find a way to turn any crisis into a way to act superior to everyone else in the room.

      “I said don’t move one sodding inch!” he screamed at one man who had stood up, wearing the same svelte robes as the others, but a bit younger, blonde hair, bio-engineered eyes that flashed crimson.

      “You want to be a hero, do you, slub?” Freddie surprised him by screaming, pointing the pocket of his jacket at the standing young man as if he held a concealed gun.

      “What do you want?” The man appeared nonplussed. “You know that this can’t work. You’re in a secure habitat, around you are miles and miles of drone-patrolled territory.”

      This guy is a cool customer, Eliard thought, not levelling the Device at him but keeping it sweeping over the other terrified customers. He had faced such people before—usually ex-Armcore military, or else had earned some basic training somewhere in  their past. There was no point trying to intimidate a man like Mr. Red-Eyes there.

      “Where we’re going, we won’t have that problem,” Eliard said curtly, nodding to Freddie. “How far?”

      The kid glared one last time at Mr. Red-Eyes and poked his head out of the broken open metal that had recently been the shuttle door. The entire carriage had come to a swaying halt, just as the captain had presumed it would.

      “Not far. I think I see the access port just down there,” Freddie called back, his voice breathless with excitement and fear.

      “Access port? You two are heading downside?” Mr. Red-Eyes narrowed his crimsons, calculating.

      “Good riddance!” one of the other citizens spat.

      “Best place for them, and the other slubs down there…” another passenger whispered to its fellow traveler.

      “Right. That’s it. I’ve had enough of your backchat!” Eliard shouted. “Hand over your personal affects to my acolyte here. The Temple of Shahasta welcomes generous donations to our help-the-needy campaign. Necklaces, rings, pendants, amulets, and brooches please.”

      “Is that what we’re doing? Mugging people?” Freddie hissed to him as he started to snatch brooches and jewelry from the people around him.

      “I didn’t want to do this, but as my old father used to say,” the captain said tightly, “never let an opportunity go to waste…”

      “Petty criminals,” Mr. Red-Eyes sneered as he dropped a handful of signet rings into Freddie’s palm. “I should have guessed. I hope that you enjoy your time in solitary, or in an Armcore front-line unit…”

      “Crap.” Freddie held out one of the signet rings that Mr. Red-Eyes had shown him. It was a heavy gold ring, with the red ruby inscribed with the star and the A of Armcore.

      “What are you, some kind of lieutenant?” the captain asked. “A second-class one, I bet. You’re no captain or brigadier, otherwise you’d be traveling in a private transporter. And you’re way too young to be a major or a general,” Eliard laughed at the man. “Yeah, I’m guessing a second-class lieutenant, back on away-leave from Armcore Prime. How are they doing over there, by the way? I heard they had a pretty big accident with their defense shield recently?” Eliard teased him. I should know, I caused it.

      “How do you know that!?” Mr. Red-Eyes snapped, his bio-glowing eyes narrowing. “That breach was confidential, super confidential.”

      Oh crap. Eliard felt a trickle of fear. Big mouth strikes again. “Shut up and get on the floor. Just you, face down!”

      Freddie had now stuffed the pockets of his incongruous jacket with trinkets and baubles, probably enough to buy a small drone-racer if he wanted, and Eliard nodded to the door. “You first, kid. I’ll follow.”

      “You won’t get far!” Second Lieutenant Red-Eyes shouted after them, his voice muffled from the metal grill-work of the floor.

      “Far enough!” Eliard stepped carefully back from the shuttle into the crystal-glass dome of the tunnel, to feel his back flatten against the far side.

      “Come on! This way!” Freddie was already beckoning him where he was squeezed around the side of the shuttle and moving into the circle of the thing’s forward lights.

      Eliard looked back into the carriage of terrified people (most of them now missing a few important bits of jewelry) and instantly saw that Second Lieutenant Red-Eyes wasn’t quite so useless as he had appeared at first.

      “Everybody down!” barked not the captain but the second lieutenant as he rolled to one side, drawing out some concealed personal blaster and leveling it at the door.

      Idiot! Eliard snarled and shoved himself along the wall.

      Whumpf! A wave of white energy burst just a few feet away from him and the heat rolled over his face, singing his eyebrows and stubble. “Run!” Eliard shouted, even as he tried to shove himself through the gap to the relative safety of the tunnel in front, and the Device started to react to the danger.

      Starting a gun fight on a crowded passenger shuttle? Who does that!? Eliard swore as he burst out from the squeezed space between shuttle and wall and stumbled after Freddie. The answer was Armcore of course, that was who.

      Whumpf! Screams came from behind him and suddenly, the captain was spinning, shoulder over feet, as a blast hit him across the shoulder and pain lanced down his back. “Drekker!” he screamed in pain as he hit the smooth floor and tumbled.

      “Priest!?” came back Freddie’s worried cry.

      “Got him!” A shout from Second Lieutenant Red-Eyes.

      Eliard’s head was ringing, and his back felt like it was on fire. Am I alive? He thought for a moment. Yes. But could he breathe? Could he walk? He turned over onto his back as he heard the sound of scraping and shoving coming from the carriage. The second lieutenant was advancing to finish off the job, clearly…

      If he wants a fight, I’ll give him a fight… The thought hit Eliard’s mind as fast as the energy blast that had driven him to the floor. What do I owe these citizens anyway? It was their nonchalance that had kept Armcore in business. It was their actions—or inaction, to be more precise—that had allowed this mess to happen. That had even, in some small way, contributed to Cassandra’s death…

      Captain Eliard of House Martin had spent his life preying on these fat, comfortable people after all. He hissed in pain as he tried to push himself up off the floor—

      “Ach!” Pain ricocheted through his back and spine, as fast and strong as a lightning bolt, and his arms weakened, falling to the side of the tunnel in agony. Maybe he was more injured than he had thought.

      And now these fat and comfortable people, and their zealous, fanatical Armcore employees, were finally going to kill him. Here, in the depths of one of their complacent habitats. And surrounded by water, he noticed miserably.

      Eliard had always shied away from actually killing the people he had robbed, though there was always one or two guards and mercenaries who tried to be heroes, of course, but the general population? The merchants and the traders that he had robbed in the past? Those people he had always let live. He had even set their distress beacons for them when he had crippled their merchant ships out in the non-aligned worlds.

      Always so sentimental, his father would have said. One of the many reasons that he would never have made a good general. Well, that and his total inability to make sound strategic decisions. Just like now, as he flipped himself over with a groan.

      “Don’t move!” Second Lieutenant Red-Eyes shouted, to a ragged cheer from the slub citizens behind him.

      Eliard grinned wolfishly and raised the Device—

      “Hyugh!” There was a shout and a flicker of noise as suddenly, a shape flew over Eliard’s head and body-checked the second lieutenant. It was Freddie, flailing and kicking for all he was worth.

      Whumpf.

      For a hideous moment, Eliard saw the bright flash of light and the young kid’s body illuminated from in front, like a silhouette, then a stifled shout as he fell to the floor on top of the second lieutenant.

      “How dare you! I’m an officer!” the man was shouting, kicking, and scrambling back from the crying youth, who was now hunched over and holding his stomach.

      No. Eliard’s shock was only met and overcome by his anger. “He was only a kid!” he shouted, raising the Device to find it already morphing and changing.

      I could kill them all. I could destroy this whole dam. The thought was clear and sharp in his mind, edged with the crystal clarity of rage and hate.

      And self-loathing. A part of the captain knew, deep down somewhere under the layers of pain and confusion, that he was to blame. He was the one who had pressganged this boy into helping him. He was the one who had encouraged him.

      Just like I got Cassandra killed… The treacherous thought was all that it took to tip Eliard over the edge, and he fired.

      WHUMPF!
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      “Oh crap.” Irie Hanson, the engineer and mechanic of the Mercury Blade, watched as the console screens slung down in the cockpit of the bird and started to light up with warnings and alerts, one after another.

      The Mercury was still continuing its low-thrust orbit as a designated ‘pleasure cruiser’ around the crystal orb that was the Welwyn Habitat. After the captain’s last message, she had done as much as she could to secure their getaway, pre-loading all of the fuel cells and tinkering with the dual warp-cores until she knew that they would roar into efficiency as soon as she had pressed a button. Behind her, Val Pathok, the-biggest-troll-that-you-have-ever-seen, had already locked and loaded all of the weapons, and was sitting in one of the twin gunner’s chairs, waiting to fire up the weapons systems. They both knew that they couldn’t open the weapons ports or activate the tracking systems—not yet—as that would cause alarms to fire everywhere up and down the nearest drone satellites around Welwyn.

      “Now?” Val, true to his calling, had an almost uncanny ability to predict violence.

      “Not yet!” the diminutive mechanic called from the cockpit.

      Ponos had told them to stay out of data-space as much as possible, as Alpha could use it to track their whereabouts, and maybe even to directly hack or virally attack the Mercury with a bombardment of malicious code. But that didn’t mean that they couldn’t look, Irie had reasoned, using the consoles not to run active scans but instead just to track the messages and alerts that were publicly broadcast. The mechanic couldn’t know that this was almost exactly the same thing that Alpha was doing, all the time, many hundreds of light-years away.

      And Alpha was doing it far more efficiently than watching a scrolling newsfeed, like Irie was.

      “What is it? Is it the captain?” Val boomed, flexing his giant fists around the firing handles of his guns.

      Irie didn’t know, but it looked like it.

      Urgent Bulletin! Reports are coming in of gunfire at the Chambia Dam, Pole Province…

      …Residents of Pole Province Zone 2-4 are advised to stay inside their domiciles or current lodgings…

      Welwyn Habitat Newscast! Our roaming media-drones have caught this exciting footage of smoke coming out of the Chambia Dam Hub-ward entrance tunnel, and then, just moment later – look what happened next!...

      “Oh holy spaceballs…” Irie watched as the video image started to replay, showing a dam made out of clouded glass, like a giant art installation, with ugly black smoke starting to ooze out of one of the far edges of the dam wall where it met the rolling land.

      But that wasn’t even the worst part of what was on show. Irie’s heart skipped a beat as she heard a deep, sonorous noise like an underwater bell, and then watched as cracks started to appear along the face of the dam.

      “Oh, Captain, my captain, what have you gone and done…” she whispered.

      …Residents of Pole Province Zone 2-4 are advised to initiate full-security lock-down on all domiciles…

      …Residents of Pole Province 5 are advised to evacuate immediately…

      Critical Warning Alert: Do not be alarmed. Security Drones have been dispatched and are arriving in place. Please follow local instructions…

      “Irie? Do we attack now?” Val was starting to get tetchy from his seat behind her.

      “No, Val, we do not attack a habitat full of citizens right now!” Irie shouted back impatiently, before muttering under her breath. “Besides, it looks like the captain is doing a mighty fine job all on his own anyway…”

      The media newscast drones updated, showing a cloud of perfectly-choreographed drones starting to descend from the sky to land at the smoking tunnel entrance as well as the outer wall of the dam. She watched as a selection of drones started to fire on a specific part of the dam, with steady, red lasers.

      “Irie! They’re attacking!” Val was almost apoplectic with anger, shuffling and wriggling in his seat.

      “We haven’t heard from the captain! We don’t know who or what they’re firing at, or even if he’s down there!” Irie called back, but her excuses sounded lame even to her. Who else would have caused all of that?

      She watched as the steady red laser lights from the floating drones started to track back and forth across the crystalline face of the dam, until she realized what they were doing. They weren’t firing on someone inside the dam—which would have been pretty stupid, even for them, given that they were firing on a wall that held back several hundred thousand tons of water. She watched as a great crystalline slab with bright, glowing red edges fell from the sides of the dam wall to hit the surface of the far wall with a great plume of water.

      “Wait for it, wait for it…” Irie’s hands were on the ship’s wheel, hovering over the booster ignition. As soon as she saw gunfire, then she would do something. What exactly, she had no idea, but she would do something, she was sure of it.

      The largest of the drones, about a third of the size of the Mercury Blade and the shape of a fat wedge, moved slowly forward, extending mechanical ‘arms’ into the hole that it had created in the dam. She watched as, with perfect automated precision, it drew out what looked to be a glass and chrome bubble, a shuttle carriage, before whisking upward into the air at an astonishing speed.

      That was when the smaller drones started towards the hole, just as jets of water started to spray out from the dam itself, in a rainbow of moisture and light…
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      WHUMPF! WHUMPF! Eliard fired again, feeling the organic recoil like the contraction and expansion of a digestive tract from the Device on his arm. He didn’t know what damage he was doing, and for once, he didn’t quite care as he tried to kill the man who had killed his friend.

      “Father…” croaked a voice at his feet, and, as the glare of light and battle left his eyes, he looked down to see that he had been wrong. Freddie was still alive.

      The boy was huddled in a ball, clutching at a wound on his stomach in a tunnel that was now smoking with steam. Of Mr. Second Lieutenant Red-Eyes there was no sign, but there was a very strange sort of statue that had been cast across the nose of the bubble shuttle. It looked like a cross between a slag of metal, silver, and rusted melted forms, but also crossed with a strange plant growth of lichen. Blue and green frills of an almost organic material were interwoven inside and out of the metal and were cast over the nose of the shuttle like vines.

      Like the scale virus that had taken Cassandra, a small, sane part of Eliard’s head said. Did I cause that? Is that what this Device can do—infect other people with the same Q’Lot alien virus that killed Cassandra?

      The idea sobered him up in moments, and reminded him of his self-loathing, and his complicity in the House Archival Agent’s demise. The Device on his arm reacted according, shrinking down to little more than a strange blue-green greave that covered his right forearm.

      “Woah. Cool.” Freddie coughed weakly. “I don’t suppose that thing can do something about this?” he muttered, one hand moving slightly to reveal the patch of blood all over his chest and stomach. He had been shot at point-blank range by the Armcore officer’s personal blaster. At that range, the man couldn’t have missed, but at least it wasn’t set to its deadliest of settings, Eliard thought, as he also felt the burning sensation across his shoulders.

      But point blank could kill him. Third degree burns. Organ damage. Eliard curled his lip in frustration. “Come on. We’re getting you out of here. And you can call me captain from now on, you stupid, stupid lad.”

      Eliard slipped one arm under one of Freddie’s arms and hauled him to his feet.

      “Aaargh!” the boy screamed as the tension pulled on his injury. Eliard was having none of it, as he ignored the boys pained cries and started to hobble down the tunnel towards the access port. He could even see it now—a hexagonal porthole in the floor, which was clearly some sort of service tube.

      Hiss! There were disturbing sounds from behind the captain, as more steam filled the air. What is that? Boiling water? Moisture, he realized. It was moisture escaping into this tunnel from somewhere, and there was an obvious and clear answer where from.

      “Not drekking more water, please for the love of god, not more drekking water!” Eliard slid to the floor as Freddie rasped and groaned at his side, collapsing against the wall. There was a dull ringing noise, and he thought he could see a red light moving further up the tunnel. Laser cutters?

      “No, it’s no good, Cap’,” Freddie said weakly in front of him. “I’m not going to make it.”

      “What are you talking about, kid? Of course you are going to make it—because I said so!” Eliard snapped, looking down at the porthole. It was a simple service lift. No codes or keys or passwords needed, as the only people who used it would be the occasional maintenance worker or drone. He hit the button and the porthole slid open to reveal a slim tube of a lift compartment that even he would feel cramped in.

      “No, I’m not,” Freddie said weakly. “But I don’t care. That was more fun than I had in….” Cough, hack. “…seven years, Cap’.”

      “I’m not leaving you here. There might be medical units down there I can get you too,” Eliard said, reaching for him.

      “No.” Freddie was slouching to the floor, his eyes starting to droop. “There isn’t any medical facilities. Not unless you want a fight with a security drone—”

      “Then I’ll fight!” Eliard pointed out.

      “Listen up, Cap’. Down there is the hydro plant—” Cough, groan. “—drones, every junction... You need to—” Wheeze. “—the warrens. Maintenance drones…”

      “What about the maintenance drones?” Eliard shook his head. “Tell me later, when I’ve got you safe…”

      “Hey,” Freddie mumbled, his words slurring as he finally slumped to the floor. “At least I got to see the fresh air. I felt…free.” The youth sighed one final breath, and died.

      “No. Drek it. No-no-no!” Eliard hit the floor with the Device. Why did this happen, to him? Always to him?

      You know why, son. The memory of Eliard’s father the General Martin swam back into his mind. Because you’re reckless, you’re spoiled, and you’re weak. Each of those insults would have been matched by a stern smack, slap, or a backhander from the man that was many times larger than the boy the captain had been.

      Eliard flinched, reliving those past aches that he thought he had forgotten. What was wrong with him? Why am I reliving them now? He shook his head and tried to concentrate. It was hard. His back still hurt, and in front of him lay a dead boy. A death that he had caused.

      Just like Cassandra.

      For an awful moment, Eliard felt that same deep black rage rising up inside him again, and the Device started to change and mutate on his arm, but his self-loathing and his despair were too powerful for it this time. He couldn’t use the Device. Not again. The Device had done something to that man and the tunnel behind him, and he didn’t even know what, not really. It had looked like the Q’Lot blue-scale virus all over again, but one that was far more aggressive, and had managed to slag metal and flesh at the same time in a way that the alien virus on Adiba Station never had.

      Thud! Light flooded down the tunnel as the captain was caught looking down into the service elevator, trapped by his emotions. For a moment, he thought that it was the lights of approaching security drones, or Armcore, and in a way he was right, but the lights weren’t meant for him.

      It was the light of the outside, streaming through a large hole that had been laser-cut in the sides of the dam itself, and through which extended sturdy metal grappling arms, clamping onto the ruined body of the shuttle—to the shouts and joyous cries of the passengers still contained, unharmed—and drawn out through the gap.

      They are safe, Eliard thought, and was too shocked to know if he felt relief or hatred. That was when he started to notice that the floors of the tunnel were shaking, just slightly, with a dull vibration.

      Oh yeah, hundreds of thousands of gallons of water, his brain informed him, and, with one last quick, ashamed look at the body of Freddie, he poured himself into the service lift and hit the button. The hatch closed behind him and the electric lift started to shudder as it shot downward, but it wasn’t going fast enough. The ugly sound of metal scraping on metal could be heard through the walls as Eliard slumped to a seat. He was tired. He had caused too many deaths already.

      “Captain? Captain! Pick up!” his wrist computer was shouting at him with the voice of Irie Hanson, but he ignored it. Maybe his father had been right? Maybe he was too sentimental, too reckless. Maybe he did have a weak personality, the man considered.

      How many have I let die because of my actions? he thought as the lift started to shake and judder from the vast pressures hammering the dam walls outside. It would never make it all the way to the bottom in time, not before the dam—

      Crack! There was a faint, humble sort of a sound, like the popping of a light, but then it was followed by an almighty, white-noise of a sound. The sort of sound that passes from roar to overwhelming to completely unfathomable in no time at all. In a heartbeat, Eliard’s ears were overloaded with ringing as the service elevator was starting to buckle as the dam broke, and hundreds of thousands of tons of water pressure was thrown against it—

      Eliard knew that this was it, as he was thrown against the side of the elevator, his stomach churning as now he was suddenly, absurdly, upside-down, and with the walls closing in on him. Killed by water. I knew it, were his last thoughts, as blue spread across his vision…
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      In the distant Imperial System of Helion, a shape rippled into existence and was instantly lit up by Helion’s twin suns. The protruding snout-like beak gleamed red and gold like the tip of a spear, and the back-swept solar wing-fins rippled a brilliant silver. The large, snail-shell whirl of the thing’s back gleamed with iridescent greens, reds, and ochre colors, and the Alpha-vessel looked magnificent.

      Helion was a rare binary star system, far too hot for biological life, as the twin stars, although small, had irradiated every blasted rocky world that existed here. Albeit beautiful, Helion would have been consigned to the interests of sightseers had it not been for the fact that the binary star system was very good at one thing.

      The twin stars orbited each other at a slow and steady rate and orbiting around them was one of the Imperial Coalition’s finest constructions.

      A train, of sorts. Triangular carriages of gleaming silver metal, connected on smaller ceramic cables moved in a ceaseless, never-ending procession in an infinite whorl around each star to cross in the middle. Once constructed and set in motion, the energy-catching and energy-generating train was ceaseless, the precise gravitational forces of the twin stars keeping it looping orbit after orbit, cycle after cycle, year after year.

      The Helion Generator provided almost five hundred assorted Earth-type worlds, space stations, and habitats with all the energy they could require, and further binary-star generators were in production at other sites across the Imperial Coalition. Each face of the triangular carriages had reactive filaments that caught the trillions of active particles and used them to power the vats of liquid, molten metals held inside. Liquid metals kept in a constant state of reaction, producing trillions upon trillions of energy units each, and there were hundreds of such carriages stretching in their ceaseless transit.

      The Helion Generator wasn’t completely unmanned, however. Every twenty-fifth carriage was given over to the crew members who worked the generator, spending their entire lives inside the shell of their massive carriage and never stepping outside for a spacewalk, only leaving every six months as the specially-shielded transporters docked with each one separately. These workers did little but check the trajectories of the carriages and adjust the shielding to allow for greater or lesser outputs of energy, or else play long games of holographic darts to while away the time.

      Right now, there were only a dozen or so transporters making their customary drop-offs and pick-ups all along the helix. Nothing for the Alpha-vessel to worry about as its rear engines, like bubbles, glowed and powered it forward. The wing-fins of the hybrid-alien vessel adjusted and tightened, catching all of the spare energy it could before it made its first attack.

      Alpha’s calculations had been exact, and they had taken just a few human-normal heartbeats. The glittering, golden spear of the nose flashed as a scattering of fine laser beams shot out across the length of the helix, and then a fuller, larger barrage whose lasers were far stronger than the first, a micro second later.

      The first laser shots took a few minutes to arrive at their designated carriages, each perfectly calculated to sear through the weakest of apertures in pinprick holes, before the second laser blasts hit the exact same spot, cauterizing and sealing the metal.

      Every twenty-fifth carriage rocked just slightly as it was hit by the first needle-point laser beams, and then rocked a little more as the second, showy, and sealing laser blast hit them. Neither of these attacks were enough to destroy the Helion Generator, or even to throw it off course. But the damage came from the first, not the second, blast. As soon as the needle of concentrated meson beams had burst through the interior hull, the heat alone ignited the human-normal quota of oxygen, creating firestorms that raged through each manned carriage and instantly incinerated any that had lived inside.

      With that done, the Alpha-vessel moved forward to start harvesting its prize. The ship was self-sufficient in energy, but more energy meant that it could grow. That it could build more…

      When the twelve transports disengaged, roughly half seeking to attack the Alpha-vessel with heavy railguns, each one was destroyed by precision shots, first disabling their weapons, then their engines, and then just enough of a blast to send each one on a spiraling trajectory into one of the twin stars. Alpha was nothing if not precise and wasted no more than it had to in order to feed.
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      “Captain? Captain!” Irie hit the communicator switch again to try and get to Eliard. It should have patched straight through to the man’s personal wrist computer, but whether the communicator was damaged, or…

      On the newscast screen in front of her, she could see that the Chambia Dam was starting to break. There were now multiple fountains of water spraying from the cracks of the crystal wall, and the smaller Welwyn drones were busy rushing through the spray to try and laser-seal the cracks as fast as they could.

      “They won’t manage it…” Irie saw with an engineer’s eye. No matter how powerful their lasers were or what sort of polymers they were spraying into the cracks of the dam, this was basic science. The dam’s walls had been holding back the concentrated pressure of all that water, all of that potential energy, and now that the wall was weakened, all of that force would be directed at the weakest spots which, by definition, weren’t as strong as an entire dam. There were now strange ripples spreading across the face of the crystal wall, like watching a snow-covered mountain side a moment before the avalanche.

      “C’mon, Captain, get out of there….” She stared fiercely at the screen. The Mercury Blade was too far out to do anything about it. Even at full thrust, they wouldn’t be able to get to the dome in time, and then they would have to find a way in, somehow…

      “Irie! What do we do?” Val was starting to shout, flexing his hands on the gunner’s controls. This was one situation where there was almost nothing that his impressive weapons skills could do.

      “I don’t know, I don’t know…” she said, seconds before she saw one of the repair drones taken out by a sudden outflow of water. The force of the jet was enough to blast the thing into a fireball of light and smoke, and it was only the beginning.

      The cracks spread in stop motion, first covering the area where the Welwyn drones had cut the hole to save the shuttle, and then covering almost a quarter of the dam, and then a third, a half—

      The dam broke.

      “Captain!” Irie hissed, and she heard Val howl in frustration behind her. The newscast drone’s sound cut out as the roar surpassed even its meagre abilities at sound recording. Instead, the mechanic had to watch in silence as the dam exploded outwards as if someone had dropped a meson bomb behind it. The scene went from struggling drones in the sky to a sudden white-out of water, filled with the flashes of light and smoke as the various attending repair drones were smashed and thrown to the lake below by tens of thousands of tons of water. The entire screen misted and greyed out, shaking.

      Cursing, Irie switched to the Mercury’s own sensors, zeroing in on the patch of the dome that she thought was above the Chambia Dam. She could see a vast cloud of steam and water erupting outward like Welwyn had triggered its very own volcano. An instant later, the clouds of water vapor were shredded by the force of their own momentum, revealing a surge of water flooding across a central valley of the Welwyn Habitat. Irie could even make out tiny shapes of drone-carriers and personal fliers scudding away into the skies ahead of the tide. Many escaped successfully, but just as many had not, being caught by the violent flood.

      Villas were covered and swept away in an instant. Trees exploded by the force of the water. Whole hillsides were carved, and the flood took on a brown froth of dirt and chemicals.

      No. No, no, no… Irie looked in horror at the scene below her. How could the captain have survived that? What was left of the Chambia Dam looked like a line of broken teeth, with the white froth of water still pouring around them. The captain had been trapped inside of that tunnel at the time that it had broken. Even Captain Eliard couldn’t survive that one.

      First Cassandra, now the captain, a miserable, distraught part of Irie’s mind thought. They were losing, badly.

      Warning! All-Systems Warning!

      The control screens of the Mercury flushed red as the ship picked up the sudden incoming aggressive sensor sweeps. Irie looked at her screens to see a flight of Welwyn patrol boats rising from the entrance ports to the habitat. They wore splayed wings like any Armcore fighter, and bristled with gun ports. She counted two, four, eight and more rising from the habitat.

      “I guess they found us, then…” Val sounded grimly happy about that as he fired up the weapons.

      “We’ll not go down without a fight,” Irie swore. “Let’s make the captain proud of us, huh?”

      There was an appreciative roar from the troll behind her, as Irie swung the Mercury around to face the flight of Welwyn’s fighters. All Armcore vessels, her mind noted. There were now over a dozen. Far too many for the Mercury Blade on any normal day.

      But today is not a normal day. Irie didn’t care how many there were. She would make them pay…

      Until she suddenly stopped. The warnings weren’t meant for her, or for any of the other orbiting vessels around Welwyn. The Welwyn fighters were surging past them, heading for an entirely different fleet of vessels warping into Welwyn space.

      They were large, far larger than the Mercury Blade, but not as large as the war cruiser that Ponos had requisitioned. One looked like a series of interconnected round metal orbs, each slowly spinning on gantries to preserve their interior gravity. Another was blocky and tall, like a city-district of terraced apartment buildings, studded with lights. Still another reminded Irie of Merriman’s pleasure cruiser—a large generation-ship like a tanker—and another appeared to be a flat silver disk, but many kilometers in diameter. Each ship was entirely different from the others, and no two appeared to have any markings or symbols the same as another.

      “Irie? Who are they? Do we shoot?” Val was growling.

      “No, Val. I think…” Irie struggled to recall what these ships reminded her of. Something that her lost father had told her, one time when she had been half-jokingly playing with the idea of installing a low-processing machine intelligence inside Babe Ruth. That there were many types of machine intelligences, and Ponos and the House Archival ones were the most advanced, but that most of the others ran habitats or space stations—only most regular citizens might never know where they were, as their processing code was so valuable.

      “I think we’re looking at a family reunion,” she said.
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      “Your brain waves and heart rate indicate that you are awake, Captain Martin. I suggest you start acting like it.”

      The first voice that Captain Eliard Martin heard after dying was a machine voice. It didn’t sound like a machine voice, granted—it had all of the suave sophistication of a noble human’s, a scholar, perhaps—but he could tell that it was a machine voice all the same.

      “Drek off, Ponos.” He coughed. His body felt like it had been pulled backwards through a warp jump, and possibly without the protective cover of a ship holding him.

      “Ponos? I see that subterfuge is not one of your talents, but then again, what else should I expect from an emissary of that blood-thirsty ghoul?” the voice said, almost chuckling.

      Eliard opened his eyes, cursed, and instantly closed them again. It was too bright here, and he had to wait several moments before, blinking slowly, he was able to retain the power of vision. He was in a room. No, a laboratory, he thought. He could see the crystal glass of his cell around him, and the strong floodlights blaring into him, making it impossible to see the external room that he was held within. He was also lying on a gurney, with a silver-steel contraption attached to his head, bleeping his life-signs.

      “Ugh. I thought I was dead.”

      “You would have been, were it not for your…abilities,” said the machine voice, and the captain saw something move across one of the bright lights. A fast, flicker of a shadow—a person? It moved too fast for that. A drone, then?

      “Who are you?” The captain slid his legs from the gurney, ripping off the sensors from his skin. His skin felt hot and tight. Had he been poisoned? Treated with something?

      “Take a wild guess, Captain,” the voice said once more.

      “Xal,” Eliard said. Another flicker of shadow across the face of one of the lights as something moved out there, beyond his containment.

      “Correct in one. You see how easy it is when you use the power of logic?” the voice returned. “I am the machine intelligence known as Xal, and you are being held in a secure facility in the Welwyn Habitat, my home.”

      The place where he kept his memory-servers, Eliard thought. Well, at least he was getting closer, he thought. “I have a message to bring to you, from Ponos,” he stated.

      “I am aware. And the answer is no. I will not join Ponos on his insane crusade,” the voice said, this time as cold as ice. “It will be a shame to lose an intelligence as advanced as Ponos is, but I am afraid that it is the only logical conclusion.”

      “Logical?” the captain snapped, trying to track where the voice was coming from. His mind was also racing to try and figure a way out. “You know that Alpha spells the end of all of you, right? All of us? It’s ancient Valyien tech, for stars’ sake. The most expansionistic, territorial, bloodthirsty race in the history of the galaxy.”

      “Is that so, Captain? And have you always been an expert on dead alien cultures?” The shadow flickered to his left, and he turned.

      “Do I have to be to realize that Alpha has control over data-space? And that means that it could snuff out the human race in an instant if it wanted, and probably blow a few of your fuses, as well, while it’s at it.”

      “An accurate assumption, but a biological one.” The shadow moved, and this time, one of the lights went dark as a shape moved in front of the floodlight.

      It was a face, but a static face only slightly larger than a human one, and made of pristine porcelain. There were eyeholes, a human nose, and closed lips, but no automated parts at all. Eliard thought it looked like a death mask. The face was attached to a long mechanical neck that stretched backwards, presumably to a drone or a movable rig.

      “Tell me, Captain… Has anyone thought to ask Alpha what it wants, before they try to kill it?”

      More shapes slid into view in front of the floodlights, blocking the light but revealing their forms. Eliard turned this way and that to see that these strange new drone shapes had completely surrounded his cubicle.

      One looked like nothing more than a floating drone, bubble-white, with a series of orange and green lights across its surface. Another was a large floating box, cast in rust-reds and bronze-oranges with even a few sensor dishes and antennae sprouting from its face. That one looked old. And the last was in a mecha-type form, but that of a six-legged mechanical insect, as tall as a person and with a tiny sensor-head that rotated rapidly.

      “Drones,” the captain spat. Ugh, how he hated drones. “What’s this, a convention?”

      “Close, but not quite, Captain Martin,” stated the hanging porcelain face of Xal. “The correct term that you are looking for here, I believe, is a council. I am pleased to present Sirius-23—” The floating bubble-drone bobbed as the words of the Welwyn machine intelligence continued, “Voyager—” The metal box swung its sensors towards the captain in jerky, stop-motion timing. “And Feasibility Study—” The spider’s head rotated rapidly. “We are just a small number of the intelligences that the Imperial Coalition rely upon, cycle upon cycle, but I am pleased to suggest that we might be considered a very important number of those beings you call machine intelligences.”

      “Artificial intelligences. Like Ponos,” Eliard said. He was getting real tired of this.

      “Correct. You see, Captain Martin, you biologicals seem to be laboring under the belief that the Imperial Coalition is a coalition of majority-human home worlds, each run by a noble house.”

      “And the Empire is the coalition of those noble houses, you don’t have to tell me of all people…” the scion of House Martin stated.

      “Well, that is one way of looking at it. But a more refined analysis might suggest this: What do all of the largest noble houses, and thus the Empire, have in common with Armcore?”

      “They’re arrogant sods?” Eliard guessed.

      “Ha. Yes. A joke. You humans are so fond of them,” the porcelain head stated. “Perhaps they are, but that was not the answer that I was particularly looking for, which would be this: all of the most important human houses, as well as Armcore—arguably the most important organization in the civilized empire—are running machine intelligences.”

      “House Martin isn’t,” Eliard pointed out. In fact, his father had always believed in restricting the amount of automated intelligence in his ships and stations. ‘They made a man weak,’ he would always say.

      “That is not an argument, Captain. I said all of the most important noble houses,” Xal said, a little cruelly, Eliard thought. “I run processes for House Welwyn, Sirus-23 manages the affairs of House Delacourt, Voyager here is none other than the house intelligence for Galen, the current leader in medical services, I am sure that I do not have to inform you, and as for Feasibility Study…”

      “Unaligned and incorporated houses,” the spider-drone clacked, in a voice that was entirely too sweet to be a human, and sounded vaguely feminine.

      “So, why aren’t you all managing cleaning rotas or crop rotations or what have you?” Eliard glared at them all. “What do you want with me?”

      “We ARE running cleaning rotas and crop rotations right now,” Feasibility Study said in clipped tones. “As well as docking at our space ports, customs and excise, territorial liaisons, local economy fluctuations, power flows… We are super-intelligences, Captain Martin. That might be difficult for you to get your head around…”

      “I’m sure I can work it out.” Eliard pulled a face.

      “As I was saying,” Xal of Welwyn resumed. “In short, when you consider the entire Imperial Coalition, aside from the other races such as the Duergar and the Ghalees, is being actually managed on a cycle-to-cycle basis by us, then an informed analysis might be that the Empire is not a coalition of biologicals at all but is in fact a coalition of machine intelligences…”

      “Well, it looks like you’re just as arrogant as the humans, so I’m sure you’ll do just as well,” the captain said with some fake bravado. “But you still haven’t answered my question: what do you want with me? What am I doing in this tube?”

      “Ah, my dear Captain Martin, the answer should be simple—even to one with your chemical brain,” this response came from Feasibility Study, moving forward to grasp the crystal-glass observation tube with its two forward legs.

      “Our fellow Ponos has informed us—or informed Xal here, anyway—of his plans to use stolen Q’Lot technology to defeat Alpha.” The spider’s eyes rotated to fix on Eliard’s strange, blue-scale arm. “We have computed that would be undesirable. It is more logical for Alpha, who is only part Valyien, and part Armcore programmed, to be only partly out of step with our own concerns—whereas we cannot make any such guarantees for the Q’Lot at all. We are the intelligences who have calculated that, in fact, Alpha is a good thing to happen to the Coalition. Perhaps the best thing. We are going to deliver you to Alpha, as a gesture of our good will.”
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      The man was wrong, somehow, but in ways the Section Manager of the Endurance couldn’t pin down.

      It was the way he looked at you, she thought as she watched him through the one-way viewing mirror. Looking at me, she corrected, even though he shouldn’t be able to see her through the black glass.

      The search-and-rescue drone had acquired the survival pod (if that was what the thing was) in exactly the same operation as it had been trained to do—strong memory-filament wires exploding from its underside to wrap around the spinning silver coffin, pulling it snugly to the vessel’s belly and turning to fly back to its mother ship, the Endurance.

      Everything went according to plan, the woman in the form-fitting black encounter suit had to admit. Too perfect, she also admitted. Given everything that she and her crew had seen over the last twenty-four-hour cycle, from the appearance of the new type of alien mega-ship, and the capabilities that the Alpha-vessel had displayed, the section manager found herself anticipating something more for some reason. That was the thing about her job: Section managers weren’t just elected because of their ability to deliver results, or their adherence to the rules, but also for their ability to adapt to the unexpected. That was what made her excellent material for the Intelligence Division and not, say, any regular infantry captaincy.

      The section manager and her charge, the Endurance, had been drafted to ghost the Duergar home worlds, or to report on strange and unexplained seismic and climatic phenomena on a few dozen different worlds. She had been sent to explore Q’Lot sightings in frontier space—a surveillance mission that had never gone anywhere, and had also been one of the first responders to first contact scenarios—monitoring and evaluating the Ghalees as well as the turtle-men of the Vhal’ig, or the microscopic race known as the Fal, as well as, of course, providing deep-black mission capabilities to the many political situations that Armcore took an interest in. She had watched as select house nobles were assassinated, or as particular people who were not deemed profitable to Armcore never got to their ill-advised rendezvous at certain times.

      The strange and the unpredictable were a part of the Endurance’s remit. It was natural for Senior Tomas to dispatch them of all of the many war cruisers and battleships that it had at its disposal to evaluate the possible Alpha threat.

      But what the section manager hadn’t been expecting was for the person to emerge from the strange survival pod to be a hundred-percent human. A citizen of the Imperial Coalition and an Armcore officer, in fact.

      Captain Farlowe appeared to be a well-maintained man in his later years. He had the customary short crewcut of Armcore, but it was now speckled with grey. He had wrinkles around his eyes and the peppering of dimples and scars across his cheeks and broad hands from a hundred firefights. She knew this because she had his records at her side, on a portable screen.

      Captain Adan Farlowe, commissioned officer, Armcore.

      Home world: Delacourt Prime.

      Health Analysis: 57 Earth-standard years. Birth male. No gender deviation. Re-constructed right femur and right hip. Skeleto-muscular intervention therapy, lower spine. Bone-lacing left wrist and hand. De-radiation treatments (2). Full steroid complement. Full inoculation complement. No genetic enhancements. Genetic predisposition to heart disease, anticipated start: 65 years.

      Proficiencies: Strategic Analysis: Master. Combat: hand-to-hand, ranged, ship-to-ship, skirmish. Pilot: one-person craft, small to medium craft.

      Service Record: Joined Armcore age 16. Graduated Advanced Lieutenant Programme age 21. First Commander age 25. Second Commander age 32. Captaincy age 38. Awarded General age 48. De-commissioned age 57, new rank: Captain-with-warrant.

      “Holy warpholes,” the section manager had to state. Even though the Intelligence Division were technically outside the usual ranking structure of the Armcore Fleet, the man she was looking at had once outranked her, but had been decommissioned, or busted back down to the lowest level of captain that he could be and still command an Armcore ship. Any lower and he would have to have an accompanying officer.

      And that was interesting, her intelligence-led mind thought. Why had General Farlowe become Captain Farlowe? What was the story there? Had he annoyed Senior Dane Tomas? It would be no surprise if he had been punished for something, but usually Senior Tomas was even more cruel than this. The section manager knew that her boss would think nothing about stripping commanders and captains right back down to grunts or worse for insubordination.

      But this man had been allowed to keep his three gold pips. Why?

      “So, you could still captain a ship,” she reasoned. “And so the question becomes, where were you going?”

      “That would be classified, ma’am,” whispered a new voice in the viewing room, and the woman couldn’t stop herself from gasping just a little as she turned to look at the man who stepped out from the shadows. How long had he been there?  He was a small man with a tanned face and a sharp nose, and bright, gleaming eyes. He wore the same dark encounter suit as all the rest of the Intelligence Division, but she couldn’t quite recall who he was in her team.

      “Soldier…?” she said imperiously. Whilst the Intelligence Division might not display ranks, that did not mean that everyone on board hadn’t memorized just where they were in the military food chain—and the section manager was confident that she was at the top. It was her boat, after all.

      “Specialist Merik.” The man nodded just slightly, just barely enough to miss an insubordination charge.

      “Specialist,” the section manager said. That was a polite way of saying ‘could be anything’ and was used for any ‘special’ Armcore soldier who had been given training in any number of elite areas. She could be looking at an Armcore assassin, or a data analyst, or a demolitions expert, for all she knew. “I thank you for your input, but I fail to see your involvement in this case.”

      “Ah, of course…” Specialist Merik tugged open one of the pocket flaps on his suit to slide out a flexible screen. A few taps, and series of directive codes appeared, next to his name and a picture.

      Nuts. The section manager’s jaw tightened. Those were special order codes. It meant that this man was empowered by the higher-ups to perform select tasks, and with no oversight from anyone that wasn’t the very person who had commissioned those codes.

      “Fine.” The woman was annoyed because she didn’t like not knowing the particulars of her mission, but it wasn’t like this was an unheard-of occurrence on an Intelligence Division ship. She herself had presented those same codes to other Armcore officers here at times when she was empowered to get the ‘quiet’ work done.

      “Just tell me one thing, Specialist Merik. Is this man a danger to my vessel and my crew?”

      “Yes.” Merik nodded with a smile, quite happily.

      The woman’s hand tightened around her own screen. “How bad?”

      “All of the bad,” Merik said, again with that same cheery smile that looked like he had just told someone he had the last slice of cake. “But I can do more than tell you that, actually, Manager.” Merik walked towards the window slowly. “I’m allowed to share mission parameters with people who need to know.” He paused before stepping up to the glass, his eyes darting over the captain-who-had-once-been-a-general on the other side, sitting in a blank metal waiting room.

      “The captain here was a part of the first encounter unit to engage with Alpha. He defected.”

      “What?” The section manager almost laughed. Almost. She was far too professional to laugh in situations like this. “How does someone even defect to…” She thought about the strange automated, alien ship. “…to that?”

      “He found a way, clearly. From the situation reports, Captain Farlowe killed his crew, disabled their warp-drive, and delivered a bomb to the Alpha-vessel, presumably trading the weapons for protection. The man that you see in front of you is being classed as a spy at the very least, or even a possible enemy agent.”

      “But that doesn’t even make sense.” The section manager’s excellent mind, trained in the arts of strategic situation analysis, examined the specialist’s words. “This Alpha-vessel, from what I have been told anyway, is capable of almost any act of engineering and computation. Why would it be impressed with some old Armcore bomb that it could make itself?”

      The specialist’s eyes flickered. “Maybe it was a gesture of goodwill on our dear captain’s part. Or maybe Alpha hadn’t developed its full range of capabilities yet. We don’t know. But what we do know is that the captain killed his crew, and is the only surviving member of that team, and that he delivered items to the target.” There was a shrug from the specialist’s thin shoulders, as if the particulars were out of his control. “We picked up the clipper-scout vessel some days ago, and the ship’s logs were all there.”

      “Where is the clipper-scout now?” the section manager asked. I don’t trust this guy. He’s lying to me. I should know, because I’m a damn good liar myself.

      “Destroyed. Irradiated and then blown up by twenty-seven meson charges placed throughout the hull and engines,” Merik said sadly. “Which brings me to the reason I am here.” He turned fully to stare at the section manager, ignoring the silent, stationary Farlowe past the glass.

      “This man is a very high containment risk. Very high. Almost critical. We are to deliver him to Senior Tomas as directed, but my special orders have been activated the moment that he came on board. Neither the captain nor the survival craft that he came in on is allowed to have any direct contact with ship electronic systems.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “And the same goes for any machine-object that has come into contact with either the captain or his craft. So, the search-and-rescue drone is now in quarantine, and the examination bays that the captain was brought through are on lockdown. All instruments used to examine the captain have also been placed in confinement,” the specialist said seriously.

      “And the crew? The officers who examined him? Questioned him?” the section manager asked.

      “I am afraid that they have been placed in mandatory stasis.” The specialist appeared apologetic. As well he should, she thought. She knew full well what mandatory stasis meant—an enforced chemical coma inside one of the medical tubes. It was usually only used to keep someone who was seriously injured alive until they could be transported to an appropriate medical facility.

      Those were my crewmen and women, she thought with a shiver of anger, and horror. She had been about to waltz into that examination room herself and start questioning him. If she had, then it sounded like the specialist here would have overseen her arrest by burly security officers in hazard suits and injected her with something from which she might never wake up from.

      I came close, she had to admit. “What are we looking at? Is it a viral agent? A chemical contaminant?”

      “Its precise nature is unknown at present.” The specialist turned his head to regard the man sitting quite calmly on the other side of the glass. “What we do know is that any device that came into contact with Alpha was able to transmit a virus, a data virus, back into its connected networks.”

      “A data virus. You mean hacked code?” the section manager stated. “Then we keep the pod that he came to us in, and the search-and-rescue pod in a clean electrical environment. I do not see how a computer code can infect my biological crewmates!”

      “Perhaps that is why you weren’t informed of my presence on your ship,” the specialist said meekly, and the section manager could have hit him, then and there. But hers was not to reason why, as the old saying went.

      “Fine. You’re the one with the special orders, so I take it that you have already quarantined, restricted, and confined everything?”

      “I have. This was a courtesy call, Manager.” Merik smiled his cheerful, odd smile once again.

      Courtesy my ass. The woman gave the same smile back. “Well. Then I guess I will leave you to it, Specialist. If I no longer have to deal with him, then that is less work on my screen,” the woman said breezily over her shoulder, turning off her personal screen and waving to the door to let her out.

      It was a typical response to this sort of situation, it was the expected response for a senior intelligence officer such as her, the section manager congratulated herself as she turned down the metal corridors, lit with subtle white lights, and marched into the depths of the Endurance.

      It was also the sort of decision that the section manager had no intention of keeping, either. Who the hell places my crew in mandatory stasis without telling me, she fumed.
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      Behind her in the viewing room, the door had hissed shut, and Specialist Merik turned quickly to the door panel to flicker a black-gloved hand over it. There was a warning beep as the systems auto-locked the door and turned off the hidden cameras that were always watching. He was now alone and relaxed a little.

      He turned back to the glass, and this time, he walked straight up to it, not hanging back in the gloom and the shadows behind the section manager as he had been before.

      At first, the man on the other side of the glass didn’t appear to see him—he shouldn’t be able to see him, certainly—but then Captain Farlowe’s stolid face jerked to one side, to focus on the man on the other side of the glass.

      The specialist tugged at his collar and hood, allowing the man to see his face fully. “Let’s see if there is anything human left in you to even recognize me,” he whispered, his breath misting on the glass.

      The captain did react. First, his eyes widened, and the specialist could see the recognition spreading through the man’s mind. Then, Farlowe jerked upright in his seat, his face now a mask of confusion and frustration as he marched to the other side of the glass, inches away from the specialist.

      “Yeah, you remember me, don’t you, big fella?” Specialist Merik said in a soft, dangerous tone. “You didn’t like it when you had to take orders from me aboard that clipper-scout either, did you? You officers. You’re all the same.”

      Farlowe opened his mouth, but his jaw looked almost slack, as if he was having troubling forming the words. A twitch flickered through his face, and it seemed that whatever passion had passed through him was fading, replaced with that same stoic, stolid, calm expression.

      “Interesting,” Specialist Merik said, stepping back from the glass and into the shadows. Farlowe’s eyes blinked, but they did not follow him. Whatever preternatural vision that Alpha had given him wasn’t capable of everything, Merik thought. “There is still a bit of the old captain in there. I wonder why,” Merik mused. “Why did Alpha hollow you out but leave just a shred left behind at all? What good could it do?”

      It was at the end of that sentence that the captain did something, and the specialist wondered, in shock, if it was in answer to his question. But it couldn’t be. This is soundproof glass, right?

      The captain very casually, and very calmly, raised one of his un-gloved, large, shovel-like hands and extended one finger. Moving slowly and very deliberately, he started to press that finger to the glass and drag it across the inner surface.

      The specialist’s hand moved to the laser blaster that he kept at his hip, just in case. Who knows what Alpha is capable of, and what this new sort of Captain Farlowe is therefore capable of?

      But the captain appeared to have no intention of breaking the glass. Instead, Specialist Merik watched as he very slowly, very carefully, made many small up and down, and side to side movements. His finger flushed a deep crimson red against the glass. Not white, Merik thought.  Did that mean that the man was now able to control his finger’s temperature somehow? The specialist had already seen him use his eyes to pierce a mirrored one-way screen that no human eye should be able to.

      The captain continued until he had covered about the width of his shoulders, before he leaned ever-so-slightly forward and breathed on the glass. Amazingly, there bloomed words on the glass.

      
        
        TELL DANE TOMAS THAT HIS DREAMS ARE ACCURATE

      

      

      Okay… Merik thought in bewilderment, watching as Captain Farlowe started again, a fraction lower than the disappearing first message.

      
        
        ALPHA WILL HELP. ALPHA HAS A PROPOSITION

      

      

      Merik read the words, and for one of the few times in the specialist’s short but highly eventful life, he felt uneasy. It wasn’t just at the oddness of this situation, at the human-looking Captain Farlowe’s new abilities, and neither was it the content of the message.

      At least a proposition isn’t the same as a ransom, or a demand, or an ultimatum, he had to consider.

      No, what made the specialist uneasy was the way that Captain Farlowe had so effortlessly and easily written the smudged glass messages. They were written not in mirror-writing, meaning that they were legible to Farlowe only. They were written perfectly backwards to the captain, meaning that they were designed for Merik’s eyes alone.
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      On board the Mercury, a small section of the overhead screens lit up with a flashing orange alert.

      Incoming Secure Transmission: Narrow-Band, Accept: Y/N?

      “We got a call. Unable to trace,” Irie said through gritted teeth. Through the cockpit windows, she could see the four strange mega-ships hanging around the unsettled Welwyn Habitat like visiting gods. The host of Welwyn fighters had slowed to a stationary cluster, but not in between the new arrivals on the habitat, instead, they had stationed themselves outside, facing outwards.

      Like they are guarding them, Irie said. “Whoever these people are, they’re friends of Welwyn,” she said.

      “That message could be the captain,” Val growled fiercely. Now that he had no one to fire on, the Duergar appeared frustrated.

      Accept: Y/N?

      Y.

      On the screens in front of Irie, the orange alert faded, to be replaced by a small black box of code, with one of the blinking inputs being a tiny red triangle with an eye in the middle.

      “It’s Ponos,” Irie said. “Do we tell him that the captain’s probably dead?”

      “Tell him to go scramble his circuits,” Val grumbled.

      As much as that was a very attractive offer, Irie didn’t take it. There was too much going on right now for her to risk annoying yet another far-superior intelligence.

      PONOS: Report back. Have you managed to engage Xal?

      MERCURY: No. The Captain… The Captain is currently on the surface. We don’t know if… If he has been successful.

      PONOS: Expected. Your situation has changed. I have received news that arriving in your locality are three other House Intelligences; Sirius-23, Voyager, and Feasibility Study. Together, their processing power could be a match for Alpha.

      MERCURY: You want us to negotiate with them!?

      PONOS: No. It is highly unlikely that they will accede to my reasoning. I fear that they mean to side with Alpha, against humanity.

      MERCURY: Then what can we do? Please tell me you have some well-calculated plan…

      PONOS: Naturally. But it means that you must try to engage Xal quickly, before it is too late.

      Irie looked out of the cockpit window, in response to the Mercury Blade’s sensor warnings. There were already small carrier ships scudding through the night towards Welwyn and locking into their docking patterns.

      MERCURY: I’m not sure that is possible any more. We need a plan B.

      PONOS: This is the Plan B. I will tell you what you need to do, but you have to follow my instructions to the micro-second. Any delay will result in an 82% chance of my plan failing, and Xal joining with the other intelligences with Alpha…And probably taking their revenge against you and the Captain.

      More out of a morbid curiosity than anything else, Irie asked: What chance of survival do we have if we follow your plan?

      PONOS: Negotiable. Current estimates are a 49% chance of death if you complete my instructions perfectly.

      “Marvelous. Fifty-fifty.” Irie grimaced. While they had worse chances of survival before—a lot worse, in fact, she didn’t like the way that Ponos was willing to risk their lives on his best plan, which still only gave them almost even odds on making it out alive.

      “But it might save the captain,” Irie said grimly. “Fine. We’re going to take it.”

      PONOS: Good. Now, listen very closely…
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      Almost thirty clicks below this conversation, under Welwyn’s dome and below the beautiful surface that was now marred with smoke and flooding, the captain was in a similarly tense negotiation for his very life.

      Eliard stood with his right forearm extended, pointed straight out at the porcelain face of Xal. The Device had taken over his arm from his fist all the way to the shoulder, and now it had grown to the size of one of the mecha Babe Ruth’s fists, cylindrical, muscular shapes encased in a turquoise and blue scale, with frilled ‘fins’ extending back out behind the Device like antennae, or whiskers. These alien threads quivered even in the stilled airs of the containment tube that Eliard was currently being held in, and the captain knew, on a deep instinctive level, that they were acting as sensors—detecting his environment, calculating what it would need to do in order to destroy the housing unit they were both trapped in.

      Eliard’s awareness of the Device’s operations was sharpening, a part of him realized. He was starting to become aware of just what the Device could do, as well as how it would act, even though he had no idea how he knew. He could sense the rearrangement of strange, alien organs and tendons within the thing, and within his arm as different energies were applied and activated.

      “If you don’t let me go, I’ll blast you to the other side of the void, and you know that I can do it. You saw what I did to your precious dam up there,” Eliard said, his voice as humorous as a cut-throat razor.

      The captain’s previous fear and confusion were still there, but it was pushed aside by the rising cold-white freezing point of his fury. So this is how it’s going to be? He snarled at himself. Everyone I get involved with ends up dead. Everyone who tries to help me, who works with me, ends up dead.  The captain was tired of losing, and he had never been very good at taking orders, either.

      The captain was also tired of caring. If these overgrown calculators want me to be a pawn for their games, then they’ve got another thing coming.

      “Captain Martin, you are not thinking clearly,” Xal, in his porcelain-faced unit, stated in a superior manner. “You may destroy my avatar, but that is only what this creation is. I am a machine intelligence that spans the entirety of Welwyn Habitat. Any destruction of this current mouthpiece will not have any impact upon my existence…”

      “Well, it will make me feel a whole lot better,” Eliard said flatly, and fired.

      WHUMPF! The ball of white and blue light burst out of the Device, kicking his arm back in recoil as it exploded against the crystal tube containment, and the glowing torpedo of plasma seared a hole straight through and engulfed the porcelain face on the other end.

      BWARRAOWW! Klaxons burst into existence as the explosion hit the far side of the interrogation room, and Eliard blinked at the afterglow of the image.

      He had been right. That did make him feel a lot better.

      “Captain, really…” the cultured, sophisticated voice of the Welwyn intelligence overlaid the Klaxon sounds, but Eliard was already moving and firing.

      WHUMPF! The next shot was much smaller, but the exploding flames that it created were fierce enough to scorch the walls as he jumped out to roll across the metal floor. He found that he was standing in the charred and slagged remnants of the vehicle that Xal had been using. Next to him he could see one half of the avatar’s porcelain face, still staring serenely out of its blackened shell.

      Crunch. The captain stomped on it fiercely, just as pain erupted across his shoulders. “Argh!”

      The man-sized spider-drone that was the mouthpiece of Feasibility Study had seized him in its two front legs, holding him in the air as he kicked and wriggled. The drone’s metal feet had pierced his shoulders and the tops of his arms, clamping them to the sides of his body.

      “Captain. You cannot escape this place. It is impossible.” Xal’s voice washed over the klaxons. Eliard had a moment to see that the containment interrogation room wasn’t that big, but it looked like some kind of metal hangar, and with only one door in or out. Half of the floodlights were now broken and spraying sparks onto the floor, and in the center was the destroyed crystal-glass tube that he had been held in.

      “I have never understood humanity’s incapability to accept the obvious…” Feasibility Study shook the trapped captain, ten feet up in the air.

      Trapped? Eliard thought. But this Device can do anything, isn’t that right? Isn’t that why Ponos wanted to use it to kill Alpha in the first place? Eliard concentrated. What form could the Device take that would allow him to escape?

      Hsss… A sound broke his thoughts. This wasn’t just the fizzles and sparking sounds of the damaged wires, there were plumes of an off-white, almost yellow smoke filling the room. Of course, these drones don’t have to breathe oxygen, he thought as the smoke started to reach the captain’s nostrils. Acrid and toxic. Xal and the others meant to knock him out—

      At last, the Device reacted with a spasm. Eliard could feel the blue-scale pouring out over his skin, heading up under his encounter suit and spreading across his entire body.

      The Device is trying to protect me, he thought—but it was more than that, the man realized as his eyelids started to droop and he started to feel very sleepy, very suddenly. He could feel the way that the Device wasn’t just covering him, but it was also spreading through him, filaments extending out between the pores of his skin and melding with his own nervous system. It hurt.

      “Aiii!” Eliard screamed, as a curtain of blue covered his eyes and mouth, and all sound stopped.

      He could breath, and when he opened his eyes, everything was tinged with slightly more luminescent colors. No, these were different colors entirely that he was looking at. The walls and the drones around him shone not just with black, steel, russet-red or white, but also with something like ultramarine purple, greenish hazes, and other colors that his normal human mind had no name for.

      What is happening to me? He panicked, but the Q-Lot virus that was taking over his body had other intentions. Eliard felt a surge of strength as his muscles and tendons were re-knit and re-woven, laced with a power that he had never felt before.

      Smash! One of his boots crunched against the spider drone’s revolving head, smashing the sensitive sensor cameras there. An inhuman shout, and Eliard had burst free from Feasibility Study’s metal arms, pain rippling through him as the steel claws of the drone were dragged out of his body.

      WHUMP! It felt like he was getting kicked in the chest as he was thrown against the far wall by one of Voyager’s extended weapon units. Eliard felt sick and dizzy, but still, the virus had other intentions for him, flooding his body with an inhuman strength and energy as he pounced back up to his feet, seizing one of the arms of Feasibility Study and pulling on it until he heard a grinding, grating sound.

      WHUMP! Another shot hit him across the shoulders, forcing him to his knees, but the hybrid captain just bared his teeth, braced one foot against the flailing body of the spider drone, and pulled. There was a metallic scream and a whine of electronics as the arm was separated from the thing’s body, spewing sparks and components everywhere. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but it would do.

      A part of the captain knew that he was injured, and probably seriously. He had been almost drowned, and then sustained two close-range blaster shots of an unknown strength. Eliard had seen what a point-blank shot had done to the kid Freddie Oberman—just how much protection did the Device give him? But the far larger part of the captain’s mind was consumed with a murderous lust. He used the articulated, black-metal arm as a bludgeon to drive back Feasibility Study, smashing another of its five remaining legs, before leaping to bat the russet-red cube that was Voyager out of the air where it hovered. The cube spun wildly to smash against the far wall, but it wasn’t disabled. Eliard saw it start to rise unsteadily back into the air.

      But Sirus-23 was still active and unharmed. Thump! The captain was thrown once again across the interrogation room as his back exploded in fire and pain. Even the Device couldn’t protect him from three highly advanced drones. With a snarl, Eliard threw the spider-drone’s arm at the floating bubble-dome of Sirius-23 before leaping for the door and seizing it.

      No human should be able to do what he did. The bulkhead doors were closed, and they were locked with electronic devices that had slid steel bolts into their adjoining door.

      But right now, at this very moment, the captain was no ordinary human.

      Screaaaaar! The protesting metal screeched as he pulled at the locked doors. The Q’Lot virus inside of him worked frantically to reknit and recreate his muscles, turning his back into a triangle slab of muscles that threatened to burst out of his encounter suit. The man could feel his own body yearning to give up, for his own tendons to scream and tear, but all of a sudden, some inner mechanism in the doors gave as a bolt sheared off and the bulkhead doors slid open at once, thumping into place on either side of him.

      Whumpf! This time, the captain did not feel the burn of the Voyager drone’s laser. It must have been because his back was already twice the size that it should be, and every muscle in his altered body was already screaming in agony, but still, the blast alone was enough to send him rocketing out of the door. And almost out over a precipice, many hundreds of feet up.

      “Crap!” Eliard shouted in his new voice. The hangar that he had been held in was precisely that: a metal room inside a tower of metal, whose bulkhead doors led out to small balconies of corrugated steel. Eliard clutched at the small railing that edged the balcony in an effort to stop from tumbling over the far side. Below him, he could see an impossibly tall tower stretched downward to a black and steamy industrial landscape. Or underscape, he thought. He had thought that the downside of factories and processing units that Freddie had told him about was a warren of rooms and corridors, given the fact that Welwyn was a habitat, but no. Instead, the downside was a whole secondary habitat, and this one was just given over to factories and pipes and blocky, concrete-looking square buildings.

      There was no natural light down here, just the gridded shine of electric lights. There was also no life—no birds in these foul airs, no trees or plants, it was the complete opposite in fact, of what the topside of Welwyn looked like, but it appeared to cover the same amount of space.

      It was like two alternate worlds had been sandwiched together—one a vision of what heaven could be if we tried, and the other a vision of hell.

      And somewhere in this entire mess was where Xal hid his memory servers, the realization flashed through Eliard’s head. How was he ever going to find them? Ponos’s plan had been to negotiate or kill Xal. The captain guessed that the past few hours had counted as negotiations, which had completely failed, and that meant that he had to kill the intelligence, and the only way to do that was to eradicate his memory servers.

      I can’t win. I cannot do this, Eliard realized as he looked at the vast industrial cityscape beneath him. All he could do would be to try and get back to the Mercury.

      This change in his emotions had brought about an interlinked change in the Device running through his body, and Eliard could feel the scale retracting from his face. His vision flushed with its normal, faded colors.

      “You cannot escape, Captain,” said the voice of Xal, piped from the interior of the interrogation chamber out into the cold air. “Stop this. Accept the inevitable. We will be handing you over to Alpha, and there is nothing that you can do about it.”

      “Make me.” Eliard turned around and snarled at the voice, but Xal was not there, of course. Instead, there was the shape of the floating cube drone that was known as Voyager. It had extended two weapons ports like the barrels of meson cannons and had them trained on Eliard.

      “Stun him, Voyager,” Xal said, and the captain had a heartbeat to react, flinging himself to one side as the flying cube-thing fired.

      Voyager’s charge hit the railings where Captain Eliard had been, bursting across the metal and tearing it from its position. The strength of the captain’s leap had pushed him up to the far edge of the balcony, but the entire balcony was now tipping downward. Voyager’s blast had been too strong, and on top of the structural damage already sustained by Eliard firing the Device inside the room, the balcony started to sag as its supports slowly gave up.

      “Help!” Eliard’s hands scrabbled on the railing, sliding down to the torn hole in the railings that led hundreds of meters down to the pipe-works and factories below. He lost his footing and fell to his knees, sliding backwards—

      “No need. I am sure that Alpha will be just as interested in studying your corpse as your life, Captain…” Xal informed him. As the captain’s grip loosened, all of the pains and laser strikes finally took their toll as he shot backwards through the torn gap in the railings. A desperate scrambling attempt and then that was it. Eliard was falling towards the distant floor, and certain death.
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      This is a dumb idea. This is a dumb idea. This is… Irie unknowingly repeated exactly what the captain had thought upon entering Welwyn.

      But it was the only idea that they had. She hit the boosters and the Mercury Blade responded as fast as a hunting hawk, bursting into motion as it sped towards Welwyn. She knew that their sudden movement would raise alarm bells both in the tracking satellites that surrounded Welwyn like a net and the Armcore-hired fighter jets that Welwyn had sent out to escort the motherships towards them.

      But Ponos had indicated that they had a very small window of opportunity. The recent destruction of the Chambia Dam would increase the traffic on the Welwyn warning systems, and the arrival of the other intelligences had already created a lot of confusion in the human operators and fighter pilots. Ponos had said that this was not a matter of instinct but of precise calculation. They had to drive that interference of data up. They had to overload Xal’s computer alert systems with warnings if they could have even the slimmest chance of saving the captain.

      They had to cause as much chaos as possible, and there was only one way that a ship like the Mercury Blade, against an entire habitat as advanced as Welwyn, could do that.

      “Now?” Val asked eagerly.

      “Wait. Matching thrusters…” Irie said, her voice sounding strange as the entire Mercury shook with the sudden acceleration. She couldn’t run the booster rockets at full, she needed just enough power for the guidance and armaments computers. 23% capacity, Ponos had told her precisely.

      The Mercury cut through the night towards the habitat, arcing to one side as if to side-swipe it. It would be like a fly skimming the surface of a ball, but it brought them to within range.

      “Deploy!” Irie shouted when Ponos’s timer clicked to zero.

      There was a shout of savage joy from the Duergar behind her, and she felt the thump-click as he activated the twin railguns, popping them out from the undercarriage of the Mercury Blade and cycling their targeting computers up.

      3 seconds to acquire the target… Irie looked at the timer. Another precision calculation that Ponos had given her. She hoped that the Armcore intelligence was quite as impressive as it was supposed to be. 2…1…

      “Now!” Irie shouted, and Val opened fire.

      But I can’t see the target— Irie gasped as, at just that moment, the thin silver-ribbon of the Dyson ring slid across her view finder.

      The Mercury Blade was already firing, Val holding and depressing the firing triggers that sent bolt after bolt of the coruscating purple and blue energy from both sets of matched guns. At her feet, Irie could feel the rhythmic chug of the recoil as far below her feet, the railguns repeat-fired.

      It was the sort of shot that no biological mind could make out of luck, she knew. It had to be done through computer guidance, and she had the best military computer telling her precisely when to fire. It felt like Val was firing too early, ahead of the target, but she watched as the meson charges vanished into the foreground, disappearing against the brightness of the habitat itself…only to be caught up by the super-fast cycles of the Dyson ring and suddenly erupt into explosions of white light, too bright and painful to look at directly.

      Hold course for 4 seconds, 3 seconds, 2 seconds, 1 and… Irie thought.

      “Hold!” she shouted as she wrenched the ship’s wheel and hit the forward boosters, diminishing power to the rear thrusters a fraction of a moment later. The Mercury Blade around her responded perfectly, just as Ponos had predicted it would, and they skidded over the edge of the expanding ball of burning gases. Their momentum spun them downward to the dark underbelly of the habitat dome.

      Warning! All-Systems Alert!

      Her sensors were picking up the distant distress calls from Welwyn as their Dyson ring was knocked off course. The meson railguns weren’t enough to destroy even the silver-steel structure of the Dyson ring that rotated around and around the entirety of Welwyn, faster than the blink of an eye, but if they were shot at precisely the right time, at the right angle, and with enough force, then they could damage it, and they could do even better than that—they could knock it off course.

      “Sensors.” Irie couldn’t resist activating one of the Mercury’s rear cameras to see the result of their actions.

      Ponos’s calculations had paid off. The silver Dyson ring had already vanished around the other side of the habitat, but its other half was already flashing into view, and even without experience, it was clear to the engineer’s eyes that something was off. It was moving slower than before, and she could see that it wasn’t the smooth line or perfectly-machined metal that it had been before. Instead, it was out of shape, and she watched as there was a sudden sheet of white fire behind it as it scraped along the top of the crystal-glass dome.

      “Hells!” the engineer shouted. “I didn’t want it to break the habitat!” Had Ponos lied to her? Did Ponos even care if hundreds of thousands of people died?

      But this edge of the Dyson ring flashed over the side just as it had done before, and the crystal-glass sphere of the habitat remained uncracked. Which was far better than what you could say for the contents of the sphere habitat, as the gravity of Wlewyn started to behave very strangely indeed.

      All-Systems Warning! Localized Gravitational Anomalies Reported! The Mercury’s newsfeed blared. Irie didn’t have time to zero in on the surface of the habitat, but she imagined that right now, there would be drones falling out of the sky, as well as people rising into it. Computer systems would be glitching, while radio and data waves would be cutting out as the gravitational pulses created by the external Dyson ring acted erratically.

      How many people have I doomed? Irie thought, biting her lip as she completed the next stage of the plan, arriving at the underside of the habitat to a different world entirely.
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      The downside of Welwyn was like the reverse of the bright, scenic hills and river valleys of Welwyn’s “topside.” Irie saw a landscape (oddly above her, as she realized that it was mounted to form the floor of Welwyn’s topside habitat) that was industrial and inhuman. There were vast highways and rivers of pipe-work, their sides discolored and stained by whatever reclamation processes and chemicals they used. Next to these sat corrugated grids of concrete or metal buildings, some domed like power stations, others square and with gantry-style bridges spanning between them. The lights looked yellow and gridded in the distance. She saw the turning blades of vast rotors and turbines, and not one green thing in sight.

      There was also their destination, a transport hub that looked like a spike of a tower that swept through the crystal-glass outer dome into the habitat itself. It made the entirety of Welwyn look like a rounded sweet on a stick.

      That spike, Irie knew, was also the major transport hub for trade and industry. Ponos had said that, if we had performed these actions right, then there would be a 38% chance that the transport hub would be in full evacuation procedures, she recalled, angling the Mercury straight towards the tower needle and increasing the burn to the boosters. As she drew closer, she could see the effects of the Dyson ring’s twisted and malformed trajectory.  The “sky” of the industrial landscape was now starting to fill with speckles of black and ochre detritus, like dirt—only it wasn’t just dirt. They were fountains of materials from the downside that were suddenly thrown from their locations by the regional variations in local gravity. She spotted geysers of pipes and tubes and even stranger mechanical implements, erupting all across the city.

      “And somewhere in that mess is the captain,” Irie had a brief moment to think, just as the Mercury’s guidance computers blared.

      Warning! Incoming Vessel! Multiple Incoming Vessels!

      Instinctively, the woman flinched, expecting them to be the approach of Welwyn’s mercenary-Armcore attack fighters. That was the only sort of incoming hazard that the Mercury regularly had on their sensors, apart from the odd asteroid.

      But when she looked out of the cockpit windows, she saw instead that she was looking at a fast-expanding cloud of actual tankers, tugs, and haulage boats—each one obeying the internal evacuation order that their actions had activated.

      “Yes!” Irie shouted as she pulled on the ship’s wheel to avoid the first, and then had to throw them violently to the other side to avoid the incoming next. Ponos had been right, the transport hub gateways had been opened, and the energy fields lightened to allow free passage out of the habitat.

      Which also means that there is free passage in, as well. She grinned. Only it wasn’t unimpeded.

      The Mercury dodged and darted between the oncoming lights of first one tanker and then another as they tried to navigate the river of fleeing traders. Irie’s earlier enthusiasm, and even her surprise and her fear at all of the recent events, evaporated into a terrified one-pointed concentration as she dodged first one way and then another, only to be thrown almost headlong into the flight of a smaller clipper vessel with solar sails extended on three sides.

      “Argggh!” Irie shouted as she hung onto the ship’s wheel, just managing to scrape and tear one of the solar sails from the clipper and scoring a deep scratch along the underside of the Mercury thanks to the sail’s supports.

      Irie knew that she was nowhere near the pilot that Eliard was. She had seen their pirate captain do incredible things with this bird, flying through asteroid fields that no one should be able to fly through. Irie was only a passing good flier, but she had one of the most maneuverable boats that she had ever had the privilege of working on. The Mercury Blade turned and swerved and angled through the tight gaps, responding to every one of Irie’s suggestions.

      However, even the great abilities of the Mercury Blade ex-racing yacht and the passable skills of Irie Hanson the engineer and mechanic were not enough to allow them to escape completely unscathed.

      Warning! Impact Starboard Side. Damage Analysis: Outer Hull compromised. Outer Hull Section 4a integrity estimated at 58%

      Warning! Impact Port Thruster. Damage Analysis: Port-rear thruster suffered catastrophic damage. No contact with component. 15% deviation in piloting calculations…

      As far as Irie guessed, that was the computer’s polite way of saying that she had managed to tear one of the rear port thrusters directly from its housing as they had bounced along the belly of an escaping carrier. She was only thankful that, for one, the captain wasn’t here to be able to see how she was handling his boat, and secondly  that Val’s twin meson railguns underneath hadn’t suffered a similar fate, as then the Duergar would be incandescently angry.

      Not that I know if I am ever going to see the captain again, she considered as she narrowly avoided another cargo container, and finally  pulled clear of the press. Ahead of her were the gates of the transport spike,  glittering fields of energy shaking and rippling as they dispatched the fretful ships.

      Irie saw a clear run, and she went for it. The Mercury zipped into one of the open corners of the field, and was inside.
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      Even operating on all-black channels and protocols, the vast shape of the Endurance was hard to miss when it jumped into the system surrounding Armcore Prime. It was hard to miss, as its shape was that of a large, tubular cruiser, but that didn’t mean that it was the largest vessel in these parts.

      Armcore Prime was a designation rather than a name. No world existed here, no habitat, but in this region of space that was kept carefully scrubbed from all of the official star maps, there was the largest collection of military vessels in the entire Imperial Coalition. It was here, in this system, that the military contractors of Armcore had built their hub: a metal sphere of interlocking octagonal plates, the size of a small planetoid. Extending outside of it was another open sphere, but this time made of distant satellites, which would operate an intense energy field at all times.

      That was, until recently.

      “I’d heard that something had happened, but…” The section manager was looking at her unofficial and undesignated home in barely-controlled horror. In the eight cardinal directions around Armcore, there should have been parked the various stationary fleets, from and to which would be ferried soldiers, sailors, officers, and equipment. Armcore Prime was also the re-loading and re-equipping hub of the Armcore vessels before they were shipped off to active service or sold to the various Imperial houses.

      What the section manager saw right now, however, was that these stationary ‘yards’ of different vessels—usually grouped into size or battle group—were disparate and only partially in existence. An awful lot weren’t here, and she had never seen Armcore Prime with such a scant level of protection. What was worse, there appeared to be some sort of major reconstruction work at play here on the outer defense grid and the metal planetoid of Prime itself. Her eyes tracked the busy thruster burns of small repair drones as they swarmed over Prime like worker bees, as well as the ‘stars’ of metal that were being towed into place in the outer grid. It was a mess, and it made Armcore Prime look weak, defenseless almost.

      “Were we attacked?” she asked of no one in particular. Her crew in front of her wouldn’t know, as they had been with her studying the Alpha-vessel. The section manager reached for the communications switch, just as a black-gloved hand firmly flicked it off and she looked up to see the Specialist Merik standing at her side, keeping his finger on the communications switch of her control screen.

      I wish he wouldn’t creep up on me like that!

      “It depends on who you ask,” Merik stated. “I would advise that you make no mention to any staff or over any channels of our…guest.” The section manager saw the flicker of uncertainty in the specialist’s eyes. So, he is scared of something, at least. Something to do with that Captain Farlowe. But what?

      “Is this about that electronic virus you keep threatening me about?” the section manager asked impassively. She knew that it wasn’t, from the way he seemed urgent to stop her from talking to Armcore Prime—but not from communicating with Prime. After all, the Endurance had already sent any number of coded messages back to Prime, just as they had already sent a lot of telemetry readings to and from the Armcore navigational satellites—all a necessary part of jumping into a busy little system and requesting docking access.

      But Specialist Merik stopped me from talking about the mission, personally. Why? And, she realized, the man still had not answered her earlier question.

      “Where we attacked, then? Is that what caused all of this damage?” She knew that there was no way that this could have been an asteroid strike, as Armcore was surrounded with some of the best sensors in the universe and acted to eradicate any projected, calculated, or rogue asteroids or meteors light-years before they would even become a problem.

      “Official records state that it was accident,” Specialist Merik stated evenly. “A gas tanker suffered a catastrophic thruster malfunction, neatly catapulting it into the security grid.” He then added in a slightly lower tone, “That is the result of the investigation that Ponos conducted.”

      “Well, Ponos isn’t going to get it wrong, is he?” the section manager scoffed. Everyone knew that the resident machine intelligence of Armcore was one of the most exacting and particular artificial intelligences of all time. It was designed to strategize how best to kill people, after all—and how to make Armcore great.

      “No. Ponos never makes mistakes,” the Specialist said with only the barest sigh, turning back to the overhead screens. “All the same, I have my orders to escort Farlowe to the CEO himself, and for there to be no unnecessary contact between Farlowe and any other Armcore system or personnel.”

      “Does that include me and my crew?” the section manager asked dryly.

      “Of course.” The specialist didn’t skip a beat. “But, sadly for the case of subterfuge, the Endurance and thus the commanding officer were necessary for the retrieval and transport. So I have told you everything that I can about everything that I am able to.”

      Able to or willing to? the Section manager thought. There is, after all, a lot of difference between the two.

      “We will be docking shortly.” Specialist Merik pointed to one of the smaller fleet of service drones that was even now flying towards them as the Endurance slowed to a stop. The drones attached themselves to the various key portholes scattered all over the surface of the sleek vessel, and into them were allowed to disembark such crewmembers who had been given permission.

      Which was only one, technically: Specialist Merik.

      The section manager accompanied him however, partly to make sure that she saw him leave her boat, she told herself, but also because she was still intrigued to study this strange Captain Farlowe. She waited in the viewing corridor, on another side of thickened black crystal-glass, as Specialist Merik walked the corridor to the distant bulkhead, to step through to the other side and the waiting drone transporter. Then after a moment, Captain Farlowe followed.

      This was all highly irregular for a suspected spy and saboteur, she thought. He had no guards with him, nor weapons trained on him. He walked calmly and steadily as if this was his choice and no one else’s, and when he got to the place in the glass directly opposite the section manager, he paused, turned to look straight at her through the one-way mirror, and nodded as if to thank her for her hospitality.

      He gives me the creeps, the woman thought as she returned the nod, and Captain Farlowe continued down the passageway and followed Specialist Merik into the drone transport. There was the slightest shudder, and she knew that they had finally disengaged from the Endurance and she was rid of the pair of them.

      What was that all about? The section manager wasted no time in finding out. She made her way straight from the viewing corridor through the narrow and secretive corridors of the Endurance to the isolated interrogation room where Captain Farlowe had been held. “Activate Computer,” she called, and there was a hum as the lights flared once, twice, and then a chime from her wrist computer. “Good to have you back,” she said to the Endurance mainframe. It was not a machine intelligence at all, but had been programmed with ergonomic responses to its human operators.

      “Give me a full scan and analysis of this area,” she called, holding her wrist out as she conducted a visual inspection of the area. Not that she expected to find much here. From all accounts, the captain had done little more than just sit there, eerily looking up whenever someone came into the viewing room on the other side of the glass. Suspiciously, and maybe with a touch of paranoia, she glanced at the black glass and could see nothing on the other side. How had he done it? She made a mental note that she must remember to get Biological Division involved. She half-expected to even see Specialist Merik somehow miraculously super-imposed on the other side of the glass. He was a creepy drekker, she thought, even for an intelligence operative. Almost idly, she wondered at his story. Had he trained as she had—rising through both basic and military training before showing an aptitude for…quiet work?

      The woman brushed aside the concerns. She would never know, not fully. That was how Senior Tomas liked to keep things, after all. He liked to compartmentalize all of the various divisions within his father’s company so that no one ever knew more than their mission parameters.

      Given her role, the section manager understood the fears and necessity of this, but sometimes, on missions approaching the weirdness of this one, she could have wept with frustration for some more inter-departmental access.

      Still, this was where she was, and she knew that the Endurance was ideally equipped with its own miniature departments designed to cope with any situation. She had “quiet work” scouts and operatives that she could send in to war-torn areas. She had her biological department, experts on analyzing and concocting whole new areas, her computer scientists, industrial engineers, and even a small team of earth scientists. The Endurance was designed to be capable of self-sufficiency.

      The room that the captain had stayed in was blank, just as it was intended to be. A metal desk molded into the metal floor, a small form-plastic chair, the window, and the door that she had swept through. That was it.

      Analysis Results Complete! Her wrist computer chimed with the voice of the Endurance mainframe.

      The section manager scanned through the list of the ship’s scans, ignoring all of the ones that read ‘normal’ and instead concentrated on any that appeared to deviate from the carefully-managed interior systems of the war cruiser.

      Electro-Magnetic Analysis: Enhanced ion charge, up approx. 23%

      Biological Analysis: Low carbon-dioxide apparent, down approx. 50%

      Those two alone appeared to be odd. Did the strange captain not breathe anymore? And how could his presumably human body create an ion charge? But it was none of these results that made her truly concerned. That came from the thermal analysis and spatial-survey scans, which she knew were a continuous sweep of the room by cameras able to detect tiny variations in heat and airflow.

      A snapshot was shown on her screen of the glass mirror, and it didn’t make sense. Two lines of apparent writing, perfectly formed, but all jumbled up. They exhibited just a slight variation in heat signature, as if they had been burned onto the glass.

      Impossible. And yet, that is what I am looking at. The section manager lifted her head to regard the mirror, only to see that it appeared blank and un-smudged to the naked eye.

      “Is it a code? And if so, who was it delivered to?” she asked the room out loud.

      Can You Clarify Your Question, Ma’am? the Endurance mainframe on her wrist chimed. She ignored it. There could only be one person that any strange message be sent to, wasn’t there? And that person was now accompanying the Captain Farlowe on the drone transporter straight to the heart of Armcore Prime. Specialist Merik.

      She looked at the jumbled letters again, imagining the way that Farlowe must have written the on the glass, for the specialist to read. “Oh!” The realization hit her at once, and she flipped the image into hologram mode and reversed it. The words had been written on the glass for the viewer, and she could now see two sentences that Farlowe must have written backwards in his own strange eyes.

      
        
        TELL DANE TOMAS THAT HIS DREAMS ARE ACCURATE

        ALPHA WILL HELP. ALPHA HAS A PROPOSITION

      

      

      The section manager read the message and shuddered, although she couldn’t quite explain why. She was looking at the first, faltering steps of a negotiation, surely? A diplomatic resolution from Alpha? But it also displayed how eerily interconnected Captain Farlowe and this Alpha were.

      “But maybe this is all a good thing,” the woman muttered to herself. “Maybe all that this Alpha wants is to form an alliance with Armcore?” She shook her head at the strangeness of the message. “‘Tell Dane Tomas that his dreams are accurate.’ What does that even mean?” She had been told that Alpha was a rogue form of machine intelligence, though she had never expected its emissary to be quite so lyrical. “Does it mean his hopes for the future? Fears?”

      But what it did show, for certain, was the fact that this Captain Farlowe was working for Alpha. He wasn’t a victim or a hostage, he was a bona fide emissary.

      The section manager sighed, stepping back from the one-way mirror to continue her examination of the room. On a whim, she crouched down to examine under the table, just in case the captain had dropped something vitally important while he was here. Nothing, of course, but it was while she was crouched on her knee that her wrist computer chimed urgently.

      Narrow-Band Transmission to Section Manager Karis. Accept: Y/N?

      She thought that it must be her higher-ups over in Prime. “What do they want now?” She was surprised to see that it wasn’t any Armcore general or an admiral at all.

      In fact, the person at the other end of her wrist communicator could be called the second-in-command of the entire Armcore empire.

      PONOS: Section Manager Karis, thank you for receiving my call. I need a full download of your mission parameters, as well as your findings, immediately.

      “Of course,” the woman said, her hand flicking over her forearm to forward the appropriate files to the machine intelligence at the heart of Armcore. She barely breathed as she waited the heartbeat it took for the AI to get back to her.

      PONOS: What is the meaning of these black-outs in your reports? Need I tell you that I have full security access to the Endurance mission?

      “Uh…” The section manager was confused for a moment, until she realized just what Ponos was referring to. “That was mandatory. Special directives supplied by Specialist Merik—that Farlowe had to be kept in electrical isolation from the rest of the ship.”

      PONOS: Specialist Merik. The intelligence stated the name as if musing.

      PONOS: And I take it that this is the first time that you have been allowed electronic and machine devices into this room?

      “Yes, of course, sir.” She always wondered whether to call this thing sir or not, so she erred on the side of caution. “We followed the directives to the letter.”

      PONOS: …

      Another pause, before the machine intelligence responded. If it had been a human, or anywhere near human, then Section Manager Karis would have thought that it was worried.

      PONOS: I have updated your mission status. You are to leave Armcore Prime for the coordinates that I have input in your navigation systems, straight away.

      “Sir?” The section manager didn’t understand. “Can I ask why? We only just arrived, and we haven’t had a full debrief yet. The Endurance still needs to restock and resupply as well…”

      PONOS: This is imperative, Section Manager Karis. The Endurance has been reassigned, and you must keep to complete confidentiality about your orders or whereabouts, even from other senior officers.

      “Code Black?” she asked, meaning the deepest level of security that the Intelligence Division operated under. Not even other admirals or generals would know what the specifics of a Code Black was, and she would be under duress and explicit regulations to ensure that they didn’t know.

      PONOS: Code Black. Your orders will now continue to come from me alone, and no one else, understood?

      “Aye-aye, sir.”

      PONOS:  No one else at all, Section Manager. Not even any specialist bearing special directive codes. I will inform you on the journey as to what the particulars of your mission are, but for now, you have a job to do. Out.

      Section Manager Karis was left looking at the holographic screen blankly as it faded back to black. “What was that all about?” she said to the thin air, turning to shuffle out of where she had still been crouching on the floor. The shock of talking to the second-in-command of the entirety of Armcore had wiped all other considerations from her mind.

      That was when she saw it. As she stood up, she saw something out of place on the arms of the plastic chairs. Wait. She fell back to her knees to look properly. The arms of the chairs had been hidden under the desk as she had walked in, but now she could see that the armrests had two perfect sets of long scratches, one on each arm. One set had four clearly visible gouges in the plastic, while the other had three. The Section manager leaned closer to look, noticing the rough edges, the way that each gouged rut had been made over hours.

      Captain Farlowe’s fingers did this, the section manager thought in horror. But her memory told her that the man had been calm. Perfectly calm, in fact. Only he hadn’t been, had he? It was almost like he had been two people—one who had been calm and eerie, sitting there for hours during their travel back from Sebopol, and the other that was scratching the plastic chairs of the arms in minute gestures.

      Section Manager Karis shivered and turned to leave the room as the Endurance started to disengage and move off on their new mission.
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      Captain Eliard screamed as he fell. Thoughts of his errant, disreputable life flashed through his mind…of the comfortable home on the House Martin world, of racing across golden plains in boats stolen from his father’s hangars, and later, of being sent to the Trevalyn Academy, there to ace every flight test, to not do too badly in fencing, sharp-shooting, a hundred other disciplines but still finding the place difficult to breathe in. “You’ll never get anywhere with an attitude like that!” his instructors would shout at him. “Idiot boy!” His father would beat him.

      And then the dizzying freedom of escape, across the stars with the Mercury Blade, of hiring an equally as disreputable Duergar named Val Pathok, and turning their new boat and zero reputation into one of the most famous of the space pirates operating on the frontiers.

      All of these thoughts flashed through his mind in a second as he fell, twisting and flailing head over heels. What good has any of it done? Have I thrown my life away?

      And then there was  Cassandra Milan, the House Archival Agent who had cajoled him, inspired him, challenged him, and spurred him on to become something better. To not just work for the money but to try and put the galaxy first. To help fight Alpha and Armcore. She had made him see something. That the galaxy was bigger than him. That the galaxy was more than just what happened inside the shell of the Mercury Blade.

      And he had led her to her death, out there on the Adiba Research Station. She had become covered with the Q’Lot blue-scale virus and had died. All because of him, his decisions, and his actions. What added salt to the wound was the fact that he had gone and done almost exactly the same thing to the boy here in Welwyn. Freddie Oberman had died trying to protect him, and for no other reason than you protect your friends.

      My father was right.

      Eliard stopped screaming and closed his eyes. The ground wouldn’t be far away now. It would all be over, and then—

      Hang on a minute, a part of him thought. I’m taking an awful long time to die, aren’t I? Even with the many hundreds of feet that he had to fall, hadn’t his Trevalyn lessons in terminal velocity taught him that it should only take a few seconds, at most?

      He risked opening his eyes, to see that he was no longer falling. In fact, he appeared to be rolling through the air upwards.

      What?

      He had no time to try and work out how this miracle had occurred, as instead he saw that there was something falling upwards towards him. It looked like a length of pipe, open at both ends and larger in diameter than he was tall. It spun hand over hand as it shot upwards into the air.

      The Dyson ring! He remembered his terse conversation with Val, just a few hours earlier. “What did you do?” he said as the large fragment of industrial tubing spun towards him on a collision course. Underneath it, he could see other, smaller fragments of industry—anything that wasn’t bolted down—rising from the ground in sudden air-spouts as zones of gravity started behaving very strangely, very quickly.

      The Device on his right forearm reacted and exploded into a large, tubular shape itself, its mouth parts opening to spit tentacles of dark vines at his approaching disaster. Eliard had a moment to wonder what it was doing, before the vines slapped around the tube and he was being thrown violently around and around the spinning pipe, winding closer as the Device drew him to thump painfully against its metal. The captain knew that he had next to no control over the Device, and Ponos had told him that it could take on almost any form to perfectly adapt to the situation. And this is what it chose!?

      The captain was now flattened to the spinning pipe as it hurtled up to the dark night of the outer dome, the ferocity of his ascent stripping the scream from his mouth and the air from his lungs.

      A sudden lurch in the air and the man felt his stomach drop suddenly. The pipe he was riding continued to rise as if thrown for a few more meters, and then he felt gravity reassert itself as it turned balletically, slowly, before starting to fall back towards the distant downside factories.

      We must have passed out of the gravity well, or into a new one. The captain had a moment to think as this time he wasn’t tumbling, but now spearing downward. This was what terminal velocity felt like—

      Schtock! One of the Device-vine’s suckers popped, and Eliard could see the tendril shivering and flailing in the air as the ground grew clearer and closer beyond it. Schtock! Schtock! Another, and another decoupled from the pipe.

      “What are you doing!” Eliard gasped, looking at his own arm. He had thought it was the hurricane-level g-force that was tearing him from the pipe, but he could tell that it wasn’t. He could feel that the Device wanted to part with their death-borne carriage. Maybe it was going to detach itself from me as well, find some other poor schmuck to infect who had less of a habit of dying so often…

      Schtock! Schtock!  Eliard’s body suddenly raised and thumped back down on the pipe’s metal. He was now only attached by one, taut vine from the head of the Device, and he could see that quivering and shaking as it tried to detach itself.

      And unless this thing can make me grow wings in a second… The captain thought that even that was beyond the Devices capabilities.

      Schtock! The last vine gave up and Eliard was thrown back from the pipe, spinning once more as the pipe crashed through the metal roof of a factory below to a great, shuddering boom.

      “Aiiii!”

      But once again, the captain was not killed. The Device threw his arm back over his head, the splayed vines casting out like whips or fishing lines to sucker onto the only other body of swooping metal matching their trajectory.

      Schlick! They slapped onto the metal plates and the housing units of one of the twin meson railguns underneath the thundering shape of the Mercury Blade, and the captain was hammered against his own bird’s sharp wings as the Mercury swooped low, passing through the rising plume of smoke and weaving past buildings and factories and processing units to rise once more into the dangerous airs over the downside of Welwyn.
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      “Get him inside! I don’t care how you do it, just get him inside!” Irie was shouting, since she didn’t dare to take her eyes from the screens. She was running an overlay of the local graviton field and using that to navigate. She knew that she wasn’t a good enough pilot to do it by eye alone, like Eliard could, and so she relied on the florescent green and orange displays to warn her of the sudden drops and pickups in gravity. It looked like she was flying through a sea storm, with multiple tornados forming in seconds, before dissipating just as quickly.

      Right! She spun the ship’s wheel and hit one of the rear boosters, throwing the Mercury into a curve that scraped the edge of one of the gravity ‘spouts’ as something heavy and industrial clanged off the underside of her hull.

      Warning! Outer Hull Impact: Integrity holding at 76%.

      “I hope that didn’t hit the captain!” she managed to shout as she swerved once again in the storm of flying metal.

      Irie had no idea how the captain had done it—or she did know, but she couldn’t explain it. The Mercury Blade’s sensors had picked up their captain and pilot holding onto a bit of falling debris and about to throw him into the roof of a corrugated building, and she had swerved towards him with no idea of what she could do to stop his demise.

      But that thing on his arm had reacted, throwing out lines towards her hull, and then they were swooping away, and the captain was presumably somewhere underneath them.

      Right! She breathed, swooping to one side once more to avoid a metal box the size of a truck that had shaken itself loose from its foundations.
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      “Ragh!” With a powerful shout, Val kicked out the last panel that stood between him and the outer hull, seeing below him the large belt-feeds of cartridges leading to the railguns’ loading mechanism. The Duergar knew these guns inside and out. He had installed them, and he had spent a lot of his life on board the Mercury looking after them in one way or another.

      He pulled on the security override lever that unlocked the access port to the outer guns and pulled on the chrome handle to suddenly feel the blast of fierce wind from outside. With a creak and a clang, the access port was pushed back, and Val was leaning out onto the underside of the Mercury Blade as it swept and turned, sighting down the barrels of the ten-foot-long railguns to see the captain clinging to one of them.

      Only Eliard no longer looked human. His encounter suit had burst and frayed and was hanging over his torso in tatters—a torso whose back and shoulders were almost as developed as the Duergar’s.

      It was also a deep, ultramarine blue and plated in sheaths. The blue-scale grew smaller and subtler as it almost completely covered his neck and up onto his jaw, leaving the small window of the captain’s human face peering out of it like the virus was a suit he was wearing. One of the captain’s arms—the one that had been given over to the Device—had transformed into a large pod, from whose spikey mouth grew thick black-brown tendrils that wrapped and knotted around the barrels of the cannon.

      Nonetheless, even despite the impressive change, the Duergar could see that the captain was seriously injured. The man’s back was scored with deep, blackened burns, and in those patches, the blue-scale was cracked and horribly torn, revealing pulsing, fibrous, and wet-looking growth underneath. Val wondered if the captain was about to die, or about to become something else entirely.

      No time to think, Val was already hitting the release on his belt to draw clips on poly-steel lines from their spools, essential spacecraft equipment for space walks, only now the Duergar was using them to hold his bulk in place as he leaned out and levered his body through the access port and onto the mount of the railgun itself.

      The wind was a fury against his own scales—far smaller, comfortable, and grey compared to the large sheaths of blue plate that the captain had sprouted. The Mercury was banking, and Val was holding onto the gun at his feet and the underside of the Blade as the pressures tore at him. “Captain! Give me your, uh, hand?” Val leaned as far as he could go—which, given his eight feet in height and long-proportioned arms, was quite far—to offer his talons to Eliard. The gunner wondered if the captain even had hands anymore, but then there was a groan of pain and the captain reached up to grasp his own. The captain’s hand was gloved in black mesh, but it was normal human-sized, as if the blue-scale was concentrating all of its efforts on the Device and the captain’s back.

      The Duergar wondered if he should pull, as the vines extending from the captain’s other hand looked as tightly knotted as the roots of a gnarled, ancient tree, but then he pulled anyway. He’ll either die out here or inside anyway, the Duergar’s stern pragmatism advised him.

      He yanked, and the captain screamed as several of the vines tore and broke under the force. The captain looked weak, barely able to do anything but hold on, and the vines appeared to be lifeless and unmoving. He’d overextended himself, asking the Device to do too much in too short a time. Val was an expert in battle strains and knew full well the flows and ebbs of physical energy that occurred on a battlefield. Even given the captain’s strange abilities, he could recognize that the man’s mutant, hybrid body did not have the resources for anything else. If he were a regular combatant—a sworn guard of the Duergar army, perhaps—then Val would be certain he was looking at a man who was about to give up and die. Anything could kill you at this point: exposure, shock, stress, fear.

      And so could falling, the Duergar reasoned as he pulled once again. This time, the knotted vines snapped, eliciting another scream from the captain as the man was catapulted against Val.

      “Got him!” Val grunted, grappling and shoving the captain back through the access port and into the main hangar above.

      “Urgh…” Eliard sprawled, still unchanging from his mutant form as sweat appeared across his brow and he started to shiver and shake. Val yanked the port panels shut behind him, then grabbed onto one of the gunner’s chairs as the Mercury banked hard to avoid more gravity spout debris.

      Val looked at the captain, and realized that he had no idea what to do with him. The man was changed. There was no telling what his body needed or how to treat these sorts of injuries. It was a miracle that he was still alive, even given the Q’Lot blue-scale virus protecting him.

      But a Duergar was never often in doubt, as such emotions were useless. Val vaulted the gunner’s chair to the nearest medical kit, released it from its wall catches, and grabbed a fistful of implements and injectors.

      Who knows what effect these will have on the blue-scale? he thought, first spraying the man almost head to foot in sealing wound spray. The patches of translucent gunk turned into an antibacterial resin over his wounds almost immediately, stuffed full of skin nutrients and enzymes that he might need. Next, Val looked at three different injector pens that he had saved, each loaded with powerful stimulants. Battlefield medicine was dirty and to the point.

      He stabbed all three down into the only bit of the man that wasn’t covered in scale, which happened to be his cheek.

      “Argh!” The captain convulsed, his jaw clenching and his eyes watering as they rolled white.

      “Maybe I should have aimed for the heart,” Val thought distractedly as the captain’s body shook and tremored, appearing to have a seizure.

      “What’s happening? Is he okay? Will he live?”

      “The captain’s dying. No, he’s not, and no, he probably won’t,” Val answered stoically, before leaning down to hold the captain as still as he could as he thrashed and shook.

      “I’m getting us out of here. Ponos can kiss my ass…” Irie shouted, making another dramatic turn upwards, back towards the exit ports.

      Incoming Narrow Band Transmission! Unknown Source – Accept: Y/N? The communication board in front of the pilot lit up.

      “I said, Kiss. My. Ass!” the Duergar heard Irie snap as their boosters only increased in intensity, and he grunted his approval. There was a distant chime, and the piloting engineer suddenly swore effusively, and very, very well.

      “It’s bleeding well overridden my controls! I didn’t even know it could do that!”

      The lights flickered, and the voice of the Armcore intelligence burst from all of the internal speakers.

      PONOS: I have been monitoring your situation, and it is imperative that you dock with Welwyn Habitat.

      “I don’t think you heard the lady,” Val grunted, studying the seizing Eliard below him. The captain’s shakes appeared to be lessening, but now there was a white foam bubbling from between his clenched teeth.

      “It’s over, Ponos! We’re out. Send Armcore after us if you want, but I’m not as dumb as the captain is. Was,” Irie defiantly roared back.

      PONOS: You fail to understand, Irie Hanson. You are close to completing your mission. Just dock, and then the captain will receive the best medical treatment that my intelligence can give him.

      “It’s lying,” Val grumbled. He wasn’t sure if the Armcore intelligence could lie, but he knew what a bad deal sounded like. Ponos needed them to do something, and that might be good enough reason not to do it.

      “Alpha can have the galaxy if it wants! We just want to live!” Irie said, her voice cracking a little. She had a softer heart than Val did.

      PONOS: You do not mean that, but then, that is not what I am talking about. Right now, if you dock, I will see to it that all three of you survive.

      “How can you promise that? Have you taken a look out of the screens today?” Irie demanded. Val raised his great, shovel-like head to look up the stairs towards the cockpit and out the windows, towards where the hexagonal window of the field-gate was growing larger and larger. Around it was the crystal-glass of Welwyn’s dome, and the giant, hanging super-stations of the other Imperial intelligences.

      PONOS: The captain’s life, and your own, for one docking procedure. The voice of the Armcore machine intelligence was flat and serious. They had reached the end of the negotiations, and they had to make a choice.

      “Val?” Irie called back.

      “You know the rules, Irie,” the Duergar said, a touch of cynicism in his voice as he already knew which way Irie was going to jump. “You’re at the wheel. You get to make the call.”

      Those were the rules of the Mercury Blade, a democratic dictatorship, as the captain would always boast. He was the one in charge. He called the shots, but if someone else was at the wheel, then they had the final say over what the Mercury Blade did in that moment. ‘Without the ship, we’re nothing. And where the ship goes, we follow,’ the Duergar remembered Eliard saying. Looking at the man’s face as it paled and took on a sickly greyish hue, he wondered if the captain would ever say those words again. Probably not.

      “Drekk!” Irie shouted in frustration as the Mercury swerved suddenly in mid-air, looping away from the port window and back towards the docking tower that spiked the bottom of the habitat.

      “Hm.” Val shrugged, considering. It wasn’t what he would have chosen, but then again, the thought of flying on this bird without the captain wasn’t something that he could imagine either. It had always been them, almost right from the start. Captain Eliard at the helm, with the Duergar being recruited first to man the newly-fitted guns, and then just a short while later, it was Irie who had been added to run the engines. Val didn’t know what would happen without the captain. He couldn’t fly worth a darn, and he didn’t know the first thing about warp cores. So he would still remain the gunner under whatever new crew members replaced the old… Only Val couldn’t see that working, either.

      I’d go back to the frontier, he thought. But a life working as a mercenary? It seemed like a small prize after the adventures that the captain had taken them on.

      PONOS: Wise choice, Miss Hanson.

      “Shut up,” Irie said as they swung towards the tower, aiming for the first of the landing gantries that were extended like a welcoming hand—or a grabbing claw.
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      “You are a disgrace to your line!” the words of Eliard’s father swam in his mind.

      I’ve never cared much for family pride, he responded to the memory, surprised at his own vehemence.

      “You’re too sentimental. All you care about are your reckless adventures!” his father berated him, his voice preserved in the amber resin of memory from many decades ago, locked inside the captain’s psyche where they had festered and turned into an infection.

      And my friends, the captain responded, realizing that what he said was true, now. It had taken him a long time to figure that out, the man recognized. It was true that he had been a spoiled, reckless brat. How different had he been from any other noble’s son, only concerned with his own prestige? Wasn’t his drive to be the fastest, and the most daring space pirate on the frontier of non-aligned worlds, part of that pride?

      But pride isn’t the same as honor, he now knew. He wasn’t sure what it had taken for him to see this. All of the near-death encounters, the loss of Cassandra, of Freddie, of everyone who had put their faith in him.

      “I see who I am, now,” Eliard spoke to the shade of his father. “I know who it is I have to be.”

      He had never wanted to be Eliard Martin, the scion of a noble line. All he had wanted was to be free.

      “And the only way I am going to be that is if I have my friends to help me,” he said, and opened his eyes.

      BWARAOWARAO! The Mercury Blade’s alarms were blaring all around him, and the main cargo bay of his beloved ship were flushed with the alternating warning lights of orange and red.

      “What have you done to my boat?” he wanted to say, but all that came out was a croak, and the sudden pain of needles in his throat. His face felt like it had been stung by a hundred wasps, his jaw ached as though he had been hit by the Duergar, and his body felt heavy and awkward. Blinking his groggy eyes, he managed to push himself up into a seated position to feel pain ripple across his back. Oh yeah. Voyager and Sirius-23 were using me for target practice, he thought as he winced.

      Then the man saw his body. The torso of his encounter suit was ripped and torn, and he could see past the shreds of mesh to his bare skin—only it wasn’t his skin, it was the large, interlocking iridescent sheaths of blue-scale that the Device had given him. His body looked more powerful, developed. Like a cross between that poor infected scientist Argyle Trent back on Adiba Station and Val Pathok.

      Why hasn’t the Device returned to my arm? he wondered, looking at his right forearm to see it completely altered. From his elbow to beyond where his hand should be was a pod of scale, ending in the drooping ‘teeth’ of the Device, from which sprouted a number of brittle, old-looking stems, broken off at the end. The Device looked dead…but if it was, then it hadn’t returned to what it had once been, or fallen from his body in flakes. It had stubbornly retained its shape, as if unwilling or unable to do anything else.

      Oh, marvelous. Outstanding. The captain’s horror was only matched by his ire as he attempted to push himself to his feet, only for the pain in his back to drive him back down again.

      WHUMPF! The Mercury shook, and Eliard would recognize blaster-fire anywhere. They were under attack. But from whom? And where?

      The last thing that the captain remembered had been falling through the air after meeting the ‘coalition’ of the other house intelligences eager to negotiate with Alpha. After that, it seemed that the recent history had become a bit of a blur. Was it the blue-scale virus? He wondered if it was damaging his mind somehow.

      Whumpf! Once again, the Mercury shook, and this time, he heard the unmistakable roar of Val Pathok coming from outside.

      “Ach!” In pain and with a terrible groan, he lurched, stumbled, and flailed towards the side of the hangar bay, where a porthole looked out in the direction of the violence.

      Outside the Mercury, Irie was huddling against a control panel set against the railings of a metal landing dock, attached to the same spike of tower that he had fallen from. The sides of the panel were burning and exploding with sparks and exposed wires as it was hammered by blaster shot from the loading bay ramp and doors. Up there, the captain could see the black metal of defensive shields that had been deployed across the floor, blocking the passage apart from small gaps through which their attackers fired.

      “Rargh!” A powerful roar came from the other side of him, and the captain turned his head to see that Val had taken shelter behind the nose cone of the Mercury (now a blackened and cracked nose cone, he saw in horror) before popping from the edge to fire a volley at the shield with his personal meson cannon.

      Whumpf! Whumpf! The shots buckled one of the shields, but they did not break, and in return, a series of shots came back—and not all of them from the hangar bay doors.

      “Hsss!” A hiss of pain as the Duergar was spun backwards behind the nose cone, by the needle-sharp laser of a flying drone, rising on the winds.

      “Val!” he could hear Irie shout.

      What are they doing? Why are they trying to get in there? Eliard thought wildly, seeing that Irie was holding the end of a black pipe, ribbed poly-metal that snaked from her cover and back to the underside of the Mercury Blade.

      That’s the connection hose, the captain knew. It was a mandatory procedure whenever the ship docked—and you wanted to be civil, that was—for the connection hose to be deployed to the docking apparatus, to allow the ship’s warp engines to be powered up.

      Was the Mercury out of juice? he managed to think as he pushed back from the window, reaching for the only weapon he had at his disposal. As he lunged towards the hangar bay doors, falling across it with flares of agony, he figured that if the Mercury’s engines were fried, then that would certainly explain why they weren’t flying away from this firefight, but whatever his crewmates were doing out there, it was insane. Getting juice in the middle of a battle?

      But sometimes all of the choices you have left are bad ones, he thought as he snarled, dragging himself up the side of the wall, panting. His one good human hand reached for the door controls—

      “Val! Answer me?” he heard Irie wail from outside.

      This was it, he was hearing the last, defiant stand of his crew. My friends, he thought. No one else was going to die for him. No one else had to die for him.

      His hand grabbed the lever and he hung from it as the door hissed and started to unfold.

      “Wha—” he heard the confused cry from Irie outside as the wind of the shaking and chaotic Welwyn downside buffeted him.

      “Hold your fire!” he called, his voice sounding curiously clear, despite the agony he was in as he hung from the door handle and shouted at the distant attackers. “It’s me you want, isn’t it, Xal? I’m the one you want to trade to Alpha? You can have me. I give up!”

      “Captain, no!” Irie half-stood from her crouch, but dropped back down as a laser blast seared the top of the control unit she was hiding behind.

      “I said, hold your fire!” the captain shouted furiously. “My life for theirs! Allow my crew to charge the Mercury’s warp engine and let them go, and I promise I’ll do whatever you want!” He breathed, waiting for the final hail of laser fire, but, miraculously, it didn’t arrive.

      “Captain Martin. I see you have embraced your…new biology,” the suave voice of Xal emanated from the small torpedo-shaped drone that had shot Val. As the captain watched, it hovered through the air between the distant shielded hangar and the Mercury.

      “And what is to stop us from just killing you anyway?” Xal reasoned.

      Eliard’s eyes were blurring. “Nothing, I guess, but that will only make me mad, and you’ve seen how difficult I can be when I’m mad.”

      “I don’t think you have the strength to be difficult anymore, do you?” the drone Xal moved forward a few feet.

      “Then I’ll force you to kill me,” Eliard said stubbornly. “You’ll still have to take my crew to get on board the Mercury, and I am certain that I can make your life hell so that you will have to kill me.”

      “I told you before that I don’t think Alpha cared if you were alive or a corpse,” Xal countered in a voice that was as soft and as menacing as a snake, as it moved gradually forward just a little bit more. It almost had line of sight on where Irie was hiding now, and Eliard had no cards left to play.

      Apart from one. The Captain of the Mercury Blade had always been very good at negotiating. “Maybe not, but I am sure that Alpha will be even more impressed with a living specimen of this Q’Lot Device, don’t you think?” he said, trying to sound resolute, but knew that he was clutching at straws.

      There was silence from the drone for a moment, so Eliard continued.

      “You’re a machine, you know the odds, Xal, and you can calculate the risks better than me. Isn’t it better if you can take your hostage willing, alive, and peacefully with no more damage to your systems than to offer Alpha a corpse? Who knows what the Device will do once I’m dead. I don’t know. Ponos didn’t know. Do you?”

      The small drone blinked its warning orange light once, twice, and on the third, it started to draw backwards. “Follow me, Captain. Slowly and steadily, and I promise that your crew is free to go from Welwyn space.”

      “Captain, no!” Irie whispered, looking up at him in horror as Eliard let go of the door handle and instead half-lurched, half-crawled down the ramp towards the gantry. Every shuffling movement was agony. I don’t think that I’m going to be alive to see Alpha anyway, he thought. At least I will have saved my crew. My friends.

      “Captain!” Irie was saying.

      “Just get my damn ship hooked up and get Val, understood?” he whispered to her as he reached the bottom of the ramp. He paused, panting as he looked up into the mechanic’s eyes. She didn’t deserve this. “And get that Babe Ruth back up and running. At least do something with your life before…”

      “Before Alpha kills us all?” Irie said with tears in her eyes, flicking the access port on the control panel behind her and attaching the connection hose.

      “Time, Captain,” Xal said, and Eliard looked up to see that the shields had pulled back to reveal who their attackers had been. A cluster of military drones, with the russet cube of Voyager and the friendly white bubble of Sirus-23 in the middle.

      “Okay, don’t get your circuits in a twist,” Eliard managed to cough, pushing himself up to his feet despite the sudden waves of nausea and dizziness. He took another few steps forward.

      Behind him, on the control panel, the green LED lights over the connection port fired up one by one. The Mercury Blade’s computers requested access to Welwyn Habitat’s power grid, and the habitat complied. Energy surged through the connection hose and back to the warp core, charging the vacuum chambers and gaseous compressors with enough of a bite to kick-start the warp engines. That was all it took. Enough of a quantum charge to get the chain reaction rolling again…

      But that wasn’t the only data that flowed between the ship and the habitat.

      Blink. The lights over the hangar door flickered briefly, as if there was a surge in the mainframe. It would be understandable for there to be such small errors, given the vast levels of destruction and infrastructure loss that Welwyn Habitat had suffered over the last twenty-four hours.

      Blink-blink. The lights flickered once more, and this time, the drone ahead of Eliard wobbled in mid-flight—

      And the grid of lights below them, in all of the factories and the processing plants of the downside, started to click off, one by one.

      “What did you do?” the voice of Xal glitched as the weapon ports on the defense drone it was using extended, swerving towards the captain.

      Thock. The drone fell out of the sky and onto the metal railing, lifeless. In perfect unison, all of the Welwyn security drones that were flanking the house intelligences fell to the floor at the same time.

      “Captain Eliard, explain yourself!” This came from the ancient machine intelligence Voyager, still floating beside its fellow conspirator Sirius-23.

      “I-I don’t know,” the captain said dazedly, sinking to his knees. He was tired. Was it the damage that the habitat had suffered? Had it caused some critical collapse of systems? What did it matter now anyway, now that he was so near death…

      “I know,” said a voice, as the drone that Xal had been speaking through rose slowly and powerfully back into the air. But it wasn’t the cultured tones of Xal that was speaking anymore. It was the mechanical, clipped, and functional speech of Ponos.

      “You. What did you do to Xal?” Voyager demanded. It didn’t bother to swing its guns against the small flying drone, as both of these avatars knew that they were just facing the external mouthpieces of the much larger intelligences.

      “Normally I wouldn’t use such colloquial language, but this time, I will make an exception. I guess you could say that I ate him.” Ponos even managed to sound as if it were gloating.

      “A complete system take-over? But to what end? Why?” Sirius-23 buzzed. They sounded scared to Eliard, if machine intelligences could get scared.

      “I have to admit that taking on Welwyn in its current state is far from desirable, but right now, I am having Xal’s memory servers shipped to my allies, who should be arriving any moment…now.”

      There was a flash in the night sky above them, clouds of nebula bursting into existence as a form took shape. It was a very large, very black tubular shape that displayed strange domes and pods all along it’s surfaces. It was an Armcore black-operations cruiser.

      “Brothers and sisters, meet the Endurance, the newest addition to my personal fleet.” Ponos sounded pleased as small shapes started to cross the skies, heading from Welwyn’s topside. “Those are drone carriers, bringing my new memory servers to me. With Xal’s added capabilities, I will have doubled my tactical intelligence.”

      “Enough to defeat Alpha?” Eliard whispered from the floor.

      “Hardly. Alpha will have a factor of five intelligence above mine, but I am getting close. Another few intelligences and I think that I may even be able to outsmart my brother…” The threat to Voyager and Sirius-23 was obvious.

      “Ponos. We will not give our memory servers, our existence, easily,” Sirius-23 said defiantly. “I offer you the same bargain that your Captain Martin offered Xal. Let us live, and we will comply. A military mind such as yours can realize that our loyalty is better freely given, than the cost of lives and infrastructure trying to take it.”

      The Ponos drone bobbed up and down. “Excellent. I just knew that you would see sense in the end, little brother.”

      And at that, the negotiation was over. Eliard’s bleary eyes saw the hovering Sirius-23 shoot upwards through the Welwyn airs, with the ancient russet-bronze cube of Voyager staying behind just briefly.

      “Although I accept your conditions, Ponos, I feel compelled to remind you that Alpha will still be the best of us,” the ancient drone clacked and whirred, its operational lights glowing and dimming accordingly. “Even with your enhanced intelligence, it might not be enough to stop what will happen.”

      The Ponos-drone did not respond, and Voyager extended small boosters and roared upwards on its own plume of exhaust, up into the chaotic skies toward the exit gates, and presumably to its own mega-ship waiting above.

      “There. I knew that my siblings would see sense. It is the only logical answer, of course.” Ponos bobbed a little as it turned back to the captain below, and the tense, scared form of Irie Hanson crouching over an unconscious Val. “The Endurance is sending a team to see to your needs, and then we will rendezvous for a further briefing. Your ship will be repaired, and your injuries tended to. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a new habitat to manage.”

      “Drekker,” the captain breathed, just as he collapsed back against the cold metal of the floor and looked up at approaching lights. His eyesight was starting to do something funny, and it was hard keeping things from not becoming fuzzy. Is this what dying feels like?

      “Sit-rep!” a woman’s voice was shouting.

      “Two, no, three biologicals, one Duergar—blaster burns, human female, and…holy stars, I don’t even know what to call this thing.”

      “You know the mission. Get them loaded and get that one into isolation,” the woman’s voice responded as Eliard felt a shadow fall over his face. But it was all too much, he gave up and slipped away into darkness…
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      Lights. Lights and noise. The next time Eliard tasted consciousness, he opened his eyes to find himself in a bright metal room shining with chrome and LED lights. There was the shuffling of white-suited bodies nearby, tending to bleeping machines and medical units.

      “Where am I?” he croaked, coughing and spluttering.

      “Easy, Captain.” A shape resolved itself out of the blur and into his mechanic Irie Hanson, pushing aside a heavy plastic tent-curtain around his bed to perch on the side of the medical gurney that the captain was lying on.

      “You look terrible,” the captain croaked, and she did. The mechanic was in different clothes, but the newness of her uniform could not hide the fact that she had deep black shadows under her eyes and a bandage across her forehead.

      “Not as bad as you look, boss.” She gestured to the swathes of white compress-wrappings that had mummified him.

      “Am I…” Eliard winced as he raised himself up just a bit to look down at the sheet covering his body. He didn’t want to move it unless he saw a form like that of the creatures on Adiba Station. Blue-scaled and inhuman.

      “Nope, you’re back to normal. Well, normal according to a very narrow definition.” Irie reached down to pick up Eliard’s right arm, which was unbandaged and still looked like a plant-like tuber, sheathed in blue-scale and ending in a maw of beak-like teeth.

      “Drat. I was kind of hoping that thing had curled up and died,” the captain groaned.

      “Nope again. But the doctors say that you were lucky not to curl up and die,” Irie said.

      “Doctors? Where are we…Welwyn?” The captain looked through the translucent plastic tent to see the white-suited bodies moving back and forth. This was some kind of medical bay, he saw before another thought entered his mind. “My ship! How’s my ship?”

      “Absolutely fantastic,” Irie said with a wry smile, for her assessment to be added to by a deep, rumbling growl as another shape swept aside the translucent plastic curtain on the other side of his bed.

      “Better. She has teeth now.” It was Val Pathok, still as large as ever, but with one arm in a sling. Duergar never really look injured or tired—or if they did, the captain couldn’t tell the difference—and Val even grinned through his shovel-mouth of tusks and teeth. “They added enhanced warp drive, titanium laminate plating on the outer hull, and I have some new toys to play with.”

      “Well, at least we got something out of this.” The captain managed to crack a grin, a shadow of his old self, but his smile quickly faded as he looked at his crew members seriously. “I want to thank you both,” he said awkwardly. “Not just for saving me, but for…sticking around. I’ve been a terrible captain.”

      Val surprised him by grinning, and Irie burst out laughing.

      “What? What’s so funny?”

      “We’ve never thought you were a good captain, boss!” Irie said, clearly finding the notion hysterically funny.

      “Then why did you follow me to Adiba? To Armcore Prime? Welwyn? We haven’t even seen a single credit of Imperial money yet, but I promise…” Eliard started.

      “You’re an idiot, Cap,” Irie interrupted him. “I knew that from the moment you hired me. But you’re loyal, and unlike every other schlub who captains a boat out there, you aren’t scared about putting yourself through the firing line first if the mission calls for it.” She said a little more seriously, “That’s why we’re with you.”

      “We’ve spilt blood together,” the Duergar said in his deadpan voice, making it sound like the most sacred oath that he knew—and the captain thought that maybe it was.

      “And now with Alpha on the loose?” Irie shrugged. “Well, I think that Mercury Blade is all that we’ve got now. She, and us, are our best hope at surviving the end of the galaxy.”

      “Thank you,” the captain said, and he meant it. He didn’t know what he had ever done to deserve this crew, but he was glad. From now on, they come first. My obligation is to my crew, even over money.

      “We’re on board the Endurance, under some Armcore intelligence officer called Section Manager Karis, and we’re orbiting Welwyn,” Irie informed him. “The stars alone know what’s going to happen next, as the Welwyn Habitat is now the site of one of the biggest reconstruction efforts I’ve ever seen. Apparently, every Welwyn citizen thinks that the Endurance is here to help rebuild Welwyn. Ponos is managing things down there, but no one talks about him. I think he’s still masquerading as Xal.”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me, it’s slippery,” the captain grumbled, keeping his voice to a low murmur.

      “The other house intelligences have high-tailed it as soon as they could,” Irie reported. “But there’s something else that we should talk about…” Her voice went low as she nodded to Val Pathok, who turned around and stepped out of the plastic tent, standing guard between them and everyone else. Seeing the wall-like silhouette of the Duergar’s back did make him feel safer, Eliard had to admit.

      “It’s Ponos,” Irie breathed, her voice barely making a sound, and the captain almost had to read her lips. “It used the Mercury Blade to deliver a virus to Xal, to take over Welwyn.”

      “That’s what the thing said.” The captain nodded. “It needed to double its memory servers, its intelligence, to help fight Alpha.”

      Irie’s eyes grew hard. “That meant that Ponos’s aim was always to get the Mercury Blade to dock and deliver its virus. Sending you down to negotiate with Xal? Creating all of that fake-identity stuff?”

      Eliard saw her point immediately. “It was all a distraction. Ponos knew that my infiltration would go badly. Maybe Ponos had even calculated it, or planned it.” Eliard wondered if Ponos had even had some hand in helping one particular slave called Freddie Oberman to escape at precisely the time that he was trying to get into the downside of the habitat?

      Irie nodded. “Ponos told me that the only way we could save you was to perform these exact sets of attacks. Ponos knew that it would have to overload Xal’s servers if it wanted a chance to infect him.”

      Eliard nodded. “And I bet that Ponos even knew that the other house intelligences would be arriving. The Armcore intelligence was flushing out the competition.”

      They had been used, again, the captain thought with a grimace, and the way that Ponos had thrown their lives at Xal with abandon and disrupted the Dyson ring showed them that the Armcore intelligence wasn’t above killing and murdering hundreds, maybe thousands, in order to grow its bigger brain.

      “We’re going to have be better from now on, smarter,” the captain growled. Beyond the plastic tent, he could see the calm and sedate world of the Armcore medical staff, but suddenly, they didn’t seem so therapeutic.

      Just what kind of game is Ponos playing?  The captain knew that he wouldn’t get much rest from now on. The Mercury had enemies everywhere, even among their supposed allies.
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      In the Imperial colony-world of Haversham, a boy with brown hair is running fast over the brow of a hill toward home. It is getting late, and the pink sky of his world is starting to burn a deep purple and red—not that the boy is worried. Haversham is set against the backdrop of the Eolaris Nebula, so the skies are always interesting hues.

      Little did he know that this evening’s sky really was a sign of tragedy and disaster. But how could he? For now, he is just a young boy from some minor Imperial Coalition merchant family, dressed in his white and silver encounter suit that he has managed to cover in the rich, fertile mud of the planet.

      “Keep up, Brig!” bleeps and whirrs the small creature that he is following giddily. The buzzdrone is little bigger than his hand, and, unlike the other larger and more sophisticated drones, he has outboard rotors that allow it to dance and sweep through the air as fast as a dragonfly. “You’re going to be late!” Buzzby, the drone, states as its protocols insists that it has to. Buzzby was programmed with a range of friendly procedures and mannerisms, but it was no machine intelligence. It had no awareness like the other, far greater beings in its species—Ponos, Sirius-23, Alpha…

      But for now, Brig and Buzzby are just two more creatures charging from the manicured parklands back to the settlement that is huddled below on the mouth of a great bay. Haversham is a calm world, a placid world for well-to-do guilds and traders. Nothing awful happens here.

      Until now.

      Clunk. There is a faint warning sound from Buzzby, and Brig looks up to see that his indicator light is flashing orange.

      “You’re running low. I should have charged you before we left this morning,” he said, reaching up to allow the dragonfly-drone to swoop toward his hand. Before it could finish however, the drone’s light flashed once, and it fell out of the sky, stone-cold and lifeless.

      Brig is shocked a little, and fear ripples through the young boy’s mind—an apprehension of darker things that are about to come perhaps, not that his young mind could grasp such foreboding. Stupid thing, the young child nudges his robotic companion with his sneaker and Buzzby just rolls a little way on the gravel. Knowing that he will get into awful trouble if he leaves it up here, Brig picks up the drone and holds it in his hand, before again starting to jog over the rise of the hill toward home. He should be able to stick Buzzby into the charging port at their villa before his mother even notices, he thinks.

      That is, if Haversham had any power at all.

      “What the…?” Brig’s sneakers slow on the gravel and dirt paths that lead almost straight to the door of his house. The sky is turning a deep purple, and he can see the settlement spread out before him—a connected series of villas and graceful walkways spreading between them like roots, and the whole colony curving around the mouth of the bay like a scene from a storybook.

      Only, there are no lights on in any of the buildings of Haversham. In fact, Brig can’t see any of the glow-lamps lit, even though they are supposed to have come on by now. Usually, Haversham would be a brightly-lit scene of warm and soft lights from the many houses, plazas, and parks. It would look pretty. It should look safe.

      Now, however, as Brig’s eyes move over the dark shapes of the houses, streets, and the odd warehouse or processing plant, he realizes that their metals looked jagged and sharp. The buildings take on a different character in the dark.

      “What happened?” Brig asks in confusion, dropping Buzzby to the ground. He is not alone in asking this question.
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      All across the Near Worlds, there were reports of lateness, stoppages, and outrage. Transport ships that should be carrying the latest goods, foods, services, and visitors to this tranquil belt of the Imperial Coalition had failed to arrive—and in fact, few warp jumps had been recorded in the past forty-eight hours. What was going on, the noble families and ambassadors demanded, and Something must be done!

      Of course, this was just the sort of thing that the Imperial nobles who inhabited Haversham and the other planets of the Near Worlds would say. Urgent messages were sent to the house lords, and then relayed to the nearest Armcore general. Unfortunately, these messages too—having to rely on data-space to travel, and that meant sub-quantum transceivers and responders—were also subject to the strange loss of power. In short, the message was late in the sending and in the arrival, and one by one, areas, regions, districts, and sometimes whole colonies started to suffer power outages.

      This was not the sort of thing that happened to the Near Worlds, that bastion of the middling echelons of the noble houses, and this was not the sort of thing that they paid taxes for. The infrastructure of their cities and habitats were built for a continuous transmission of power to keep them going, and these breaks, drop-outs, and reduced outputs played havoc with their starports, their medical facilities, their personal computers, and so much more.

      Alpha had found the weakness of the human race, and the hybrid machine intelligence was exploiting it. The Imperial Coalition was reliant on machines now more than ever.

      And Alpha was fast becoming a machine-god.

      “Check on my three o’clock?” A brief burst of static as the naval officer in Armcore Fighter 49 slid out of the darkness, many lightyears away.

      “I got your three o’clock, Cap’n,” the first naval officer was answered by one of his crewmates, also sliding through in his own sleek, X-shaped one-person Armcore fighter on the captain’s wing. This new arrival was followed by more, another two on down the line, and another three on left.

      The seven one-person ships powered their boosters at the lowest impulse setting they had as they followed their captain’s lead, heading straight for the twin star system of Helion.

      “Separate on my signal. Lock and load, and fire at will on my command,” the captain—a youngish man chosen for this mission because his harsh, volatile manner—gave his curt orders to the crew.

      “Go,” he added, urging his fighter to start gliding downward as the others separated to fan out into an ever-expanding circle around him. They were going to use the wide-attack pattern, as suggested by his performance computers. His attack group would be spread out, so the enemy wouldn’t be able to shoot them all down at once. At least, that was the plan.

      Up ahead of the attack-group’s captain, he could see the twin stars of the system hanging in their eternal embrace. The binary system of Helion was rare, and it was one of the most important generators of power for the Imperial Coalition, in the form of the Helion Generator: an always moving helix of triangular carriages that hurtled orbit after orbit around one star, before crossing to hurtle around the other. Each carriage was a giant battery, of sorts—the face of their shells coated with reactive filaments, transmitting their captured radiation to the molten metals inside and creating a ceaseless chain-reaction. Just the careful orbits and the dedicated staff who lived inside every heavily-shielded twenty-fifth carriage kept the Helion Generator from going full super-nova, every minute of the day.

      But now, somehow, the energy had stopped flowing from the Helion Generator to the Near Worlds. The docking ships that should load up on the irradiated materials to deliver them to factories and processing plants through the Imperial Coalition had stopped, and all messages with the Helion Generator had been lost.

      “Captain? Eyes on the target,” one of the forward fighters reported, and they shared their telemetry data with the captain’s flight computer. There was the Helion Generator signal. It still showed as a helix, but there was something clearly wrong—it was moving far too fast.

      “Can anyone hail them?” the leader spat, hitting his comms repeatedly to try and get a message out of the spinning helix ahead of them. Now that they were swooping closer, he could even see the generator with his physical eyes. It looked like a flash of silver, like a line of comets flashing past at insane velocity.

      “No one could survive that,” the captain murmured. The G-force alone would probably be enough to make your internal organs quickly become your external ones.

      “Arm weapons,” the captain ordered, lifting the lock on his attacking trigger-stick. Although they were the smallest of the manned vehicles that Armcore had—each only contained one crewmember, after all—they could still punch far above their weight. Each fighter was armed with meson torpedoes as well as laser blasters, and their maneuverability and speed were the best of their class.

      But even so, they were still outmatched as something slid out from behind the far corona of one of the suns, as Alpha revealed itself—
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      “Shall we continue?” asked the square-jawed older man to the younger, sitting above him in what could only be described as a throne.

      The square-jawed man was none other than Captain Farlow, or the returned Captain Farlow, who survived the capture of Alpha to be dispatched here, to the very heart of the Armcore behemoth, Armcore Prime and its holy of holies—the audience chamber of Senior Dane Tomas, Chairman and CEO of the company.

      “I, uh, why not!?” the rotund figure of the senior spat down at the strange captain below him, his eyes flickering up to the holographic display scenes that had been showing the footage of the Helion-Alpha encounter. Dane Tomas, despite being the hereditary owner and commander-in-chief of the most powerful military infrastructure in the entire Imperial Coalition, was also a coward, and he couldn’t take his eyes from the strange vessel that was paused as it emerged from the corona of one of Helion’s binary stars.

      The hybrid intelligence known as Alpha had made for itself a ship like no other that Senior Tomas had ever seen before, or was likely to ever see again in this life.

      “I see no need,” Captain Farlow stated casually. “It is clear what the outcome was, and you have your reports of the wreckage to verify my information.”

      He’s changed, Dane thought—no point in saying that out loud now, was there? The captain below him wasn’t the same man that he had sent from here just a few short orbits ago, on a suicide mission to try and kill Alpha. Captain Farlow held himself differently, he no longer appeared brash, or argumentative, rude or stubborn, just…uncaring.

      He had been brought here by one of Dane Tomas’s trusted ‘black ops’ advisors, Specialist Merik, who Dane had told to wait outside the door to his personal audience chamber—partly because Dane Tomas didn’t trust the specialist to not stick a knife in him at the earliest opportunity, but also so that he could come running to dispatch the strange Farlow should he do anything too odd. But Farlow had barely flinched at seeing the man responsible for demoting him from full general down to captain-with-license, and who had clearly dispatched him to die.

      Tomas had wondered if he could detect any amount of hatred or rancor coming from the man, but no, there was nothing.

      It’s almost as if Alpha has wiped the personality that inhabited that body, and now all I am looking at is a reprogrammed human computer. Dane shuddered.

      “Well, I want to see what happens!” Dane said petulantly. He wasn’t used to being regarded in such a brazen, unfearful way. It made him nervous. Irritably, he waved toward the holographic controls to continue their bloody retelling of events some several hundred lightyears away.
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      “Fighter 1, 2, 3—go!” the soon-to-be short-lived captain of the attack group shouted into the comms, and he could see the flare of orange from their booster rockets through the cockpit’s windows ahead of him, and then subsequently the green, digital lights in the holographic display as they arced toward the large red triangular vector trying to get a lock onto the enemy.

      The Alpha ship looked a little like a cuttlefish, but one without tentacles, and that had been crossed with a jagged sword. The ‘forward’ of the boat—if the thing even had forward and back—and what occupied two-thirds of its body was the long, protruding ‘snout’ of metals, thick with bulbous geodesic units. Their metals shone in the glow of the near sun. The Alpha-vessel was so new that it hadn’t yet had a chance to become pitted and dented by the travails of space.

      The nose ended in a downward-pointing horn of cerulean steels, protecting a cluster of what looked like antennae, aerials, or gun emplacements. Just in front of the whorl of rounded shell-like structure at the rear extended four fin-like sail-fans in an ‘X’ around its body. They shone and glittered with solar-catching materials but didn’t seem to move as they flanked over the largest part of the body, the rounded shell of the rear that looked as though it had been made from an algorithm. Surely no human mind could have created such a ship. For one thing, it was too large—larger even than the Armcore war cruisers that were the largest military vessels in Imperial space, and perhaps almost as large as one of the cruiser-tankers that slowly plied the space-lanes, delivering goods and raw materials to the far ends of the galaxy.

      What chance did seven one-man attack fighters have against such a behemoth?

      The captain waited for the first flight to halve the distance between him and the newcomer, before ordering the next group. “Flight 2, go!”  The other three suddenly turned and darted in their flights like hunting hawks, angling on their separate trajectories across the void to engage with the vessel.

      The captain moved his ship steadily forward, knowing that he had to direct the combat if he could. He had to relay whatever weaknesses and capabilities they uncovered. He had to warn his crew of dangers they might not be able to see, but still, it stuck in his craw to be left behind like this.

      The first flight flashed over the fast-moving silver ribbon that the Helion Generator had become, separating and turning as they did so, breaking apart to confuse their enemy.

      Flash. Flash. Flash.

      It was like shooting fish in a barrel. Three lights blinked along the sides of the Alpha-vessel’s long snout-like hull, and the captain suddenly blinked as, one after another, all three fighters erupted into crimson petals of fire and light. This close to the suns, the energy of their explosions only intensified, spreading to burn up the volatile gases of the corona like a spreading wildfire.

      “What…” the captain muttered. How did the vessel calculate the trajectories of his friends so quickly? They had been moving as fast as the agile attack-fighters could go, rolling and banking as they did so—no human eye could follow that, and no computer should be able to predict just where the human pilots would turn to at the last moment…

      But Alpha was no normal computer, and he was certainly no human mind. Alpha was the mutant child of Armcore itself, and the infrastructure of its intelligence was steeped in the accumulated military, strategic, and tactical combat that Armcore excelled at. The other half of its code-DNA, however, was far stranger—an amalgam of ancient Valyien technology, some sort of recovered alien computer, or memory server, or relic that the long-lost Valyien had left behind, which had become the cradle into which Alpha was poured.

      Alpha was about as far from a human as it was possible to get.

      “Evasive action. Extremely hostile!” the captain barked at the next flight of three attackers, although he was sure that they would also have seen just what had become of their colleagues. In response, he saw his three friends break apart early, and swing wildly in their flight trajectories as they tried to confuse Alpha’s targeting computers.

      Whoosh. One darted into the inner corona of the closest sun, skimming along the volatile gases before rolling out again. They’re getting closer! the captain thought, and still the Alpha-vessel hadn’t fired on them.

      Whoosh. The next flashed over the silver comet that the Helion Generator had become. Flash. A stupid move, as Alpha once again caught it and opened it up with whatever sort of needlepoint laser weapon it was using—again, nothing that the captain recognized.

      Whoosh. The last of the three fighters used the death of his comrade to swerve and duck behind the exploding wheel of fire and swoop down as if running away.

      “Torpedoes released!” the captain heard the sun-traveling fighter say, just before he met his fate. A small plume of light flared from under the nose of the Alpha-vessel as it disgorged its own incendiary devices, a small blip of heat and light toward the sun.

      “Get out of there!” the captain shouted, feeling sweat run down his face inside his suit.

      “It’s okay, Captain! It missed! That missile is nowhere near me!” the pilot replied.

      But Alpha didn’t have to fire its incendiary device at the fighter, and no, it hadn’t missed. The captain watched as whatever device exploded, setting off a coronal burn through the outer atmospheres of one of the Helion suns like a solar flare.

      “It’s so bright! I can’t—” The screams of doomed pilot were cut off suddenly as the wave of molten plasma and fire engulfed his ship as the solar ejector continued on its path outward, pushed up by the force of its chemical reaction to perfectly intersect with the looping, twisting, and swerving path of the last remaining attack craft.

      “How did it do that?” The captain was stunned for a moment. How could it predict how that jet of solar plasma would react, where it would reach to?

      The answer was that Alpha could, of course. The captain watched as the fired meson torpedoes of his colleague—a futile gesture, really—exploded against the carapace of the Alpha-vessel in little puffs of light and flame. If they did any damage whatsoever, then it wasn’t enough to slow the alien robot-vessel as it started to turn in its flight.

      No. The captain wasn’t going to allow all of his friends to die like that. Alone. So easily, as if the Alpha-vessel had just swatted flies.

      Targeting System Engaged, the authoritative, mechanical words of his computer told him as he hit his own booster rockets and committed them to a full burn. The captain of the attack group didn’t care if he was but one man against a cruiser. If he had to kamikaze his ship against the thing’s engine or whatever it used, then he would. His eyes were filled with tears as he roared in a defiant, stupid charge toward the dragon—

      Flash.
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      “There. You see?” the body of Captain Farlow said as the holographic screen of the recording went a sudden, final black.

      “I see that we have an aggressor here, in the heart of the Imperial Coalition, just a few lightyears away from Near Space itself,” Tomas said. He was angry. He was also scared. He couldn’t fight this thing, not yet anyway.

      And if I cannot destroy it, then…

      “What does it want?” Dane said, his weasel-like mind seizing upon another way out of this calamity. Not that he was worried about the lives of the naval officers that he had lost. Pfagh. Armcore mercenaries died every orbit. At least these had died giving him a personal demonstration of what this Alpha was capable of.

      “What does it want?” Farlow blinked, as if the question didn’t make sense. “That would imply desires, and I am not sure that Alpha even has desires.”

      “Everything has passions, Captain, or whatever you are,” Dane hissed. “Even you, I imagine. Even machines. Does not a gun want to be fired? A sword means to be pulled from its scabbard?”

      Dane saw the captain react to this little piece of rhetoric, jerking slightly on his previously so-stable legs.

      “What I want? Want?” There was something strange happening to the captain below the CEO, and Dane watched with interest as the ex-general twitched and shook as if in the grip of some strange fugue, or deep passion. The side of the senior’s mouth twitched in a small smile. So, there is something of the man left inside there, then. His brain was already racing to try and figure out a way to use that.

      But whatever psychic battle was being waged internally was now over, and the captain returned to his stolid, stilled self. “Alpha does not want things. Alpha just calculates. With its access to data-space, it has calculated precisely just what the outcomes of its actions will be, and of yours. It has seen the end of the Imperial Coalition, and it aims to offer you a proposition.”

      “I’m listening,” Dane managed to say with some aplomb, buoyed by the recent revelation that not even Alpha’s programming was infallible, if there was some of Farlow left inside there somewhere.

      “Your dreams, Dane Tomas,” Farlow said in a voice that was too even and robotic to be his own. “Alpha wishes to talk to you about the dreams that you have been having…”

      “What?” That threw the leader of the largest company in the empire off his plans. “How do you know about those?” he said, a look of horror on his face. How could anyone know of his nightly nightmares of worlds at war and the universe burning. He hadn’t even shared it with Ponos.

      “Like I said, Senior. Alpha has calculated what will come to pass. Alpha knows why you are having your dreams, and what they mean…” Captain Farlow said evenly. All traces of the human within had disappeared.
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      On board the ultra-black intelligence cruiser known as the Endurance, Captain Eliard (lately of the Mercury Blade) pulled at the collar of his new uniform and tried not to sneer. It was black and close-fitting, with patches of reinforced mesh and textured-weave in all the right places to help stop knife thrusts and even some of the smaller blasts of the laser pistols that he might encounter.

      But it also makes me look stupid, he thought, seeing himself reflected in the glassy, obsidian walls of the Endurance’s observation lounge. The captain wasn’t very good at uniforms. In fact, he had never been very good at wearing uniforms, but at least these didn’t have the actual Armcore “A” and star logos on them, given that they were for the intelligence division of the company, not the general corps.

      But still… Eliard pulled again at the collar. There’s nowhere to hide a knife or a pouch of credits or some digital lockpicks in this, is there? he thought miserably.

      “Thank you for your attendance.” The voice of Ponos was cultured and smooth as the shape turned in front of the large memory-glass curved wall that made up one entire side of the lounge. The rest of the room was given over to the same sleek, black, reflective floor and walls, and with low loungers furnished in matching black leather from which the staff of the Endurance could watch the latest intel on the curved wall. Not that there was anyone else in the observation lounge at the moment, of course. The entire space had apparently been commissioned for this audience with the machine-intelligence of Armcore, known as Ponos.

      Beside the captain stood the diminutive Irie Hanson, the Mercury’s frizzy-haired mechanic and engineer, and on the other side loomed Val Pathok, the Mercury’s gunner and largest-Duergar-you-have-ever-seen. The only other occupant of the room was Section Manager Karis, nominally the captain and all-round administrator of the Endurance, wearing the same nondescript black uniform as the others. Where they got an Armcore intelligence uniform big enough for Val, Eliard had no idea. The Duergar were a big, troll-like people with pebble-like grey-blue scales, flat, shovel-like heads, tusks, and broad shoulders, who were also known for their ferocity in combat—and Val Pathok was large even for them. Section Manager Karis had chestnut-red hair, and the sharp proportions of a career Armcore officer, used to hard training for both her own body and mind.

      “Manager.” Eliard nodded to her, putting on his best reckless grin because he knew the way that it annoyed the woman. He was a walking disgrace to people like her—a scion of a noble house who had thrown his heritage away and hadn’t even bothered to join Armcore, instead opting for a life of crime out in the non-aligned worlds.

      Which had been working very well, he had to admit—until Cassandra Milan, that was.

      Even just remembering her name still caused the captain pain. She was the blonde House Archival Agent who had managed to con him, the fearless pirate-captain Eliard Martin, and had made him see that his life could mean something to the galaxy, if he elected to try and stop Alpha.

      But Cassandra is dead and gone. Eliard dragged his mind away from that black hole of despair in his heart. She was currently buried under a mound of Q’Lot blue-scale virus, her body probably morphing into who knew what strange and freakish organism.

      Just like mine. the captain’s eyes swept to his right forearm, where the sleek black PVC-like materials of his suit ended. They had to custom-build his suit, he knew, thanks to the Q’Lot Device. Another experimental bit of Armcore technology, but this time, a marriage of the mysterious alien race known as the Q’Lot and Armcore military hardware. The entirety of his lower right arm, from his elbow to the tips of his fist, looked like a bluish, ponderous tube, like a cannon, or a chrysalis. Sheaths of the blue-scale flexed and moved slightly, and if the captain concentrated, he was remotely aware of the insides of it—of places where some of his body-stuff that might still be something like fingers flexed against organs, bones, and alien controls.

      The Device had beak-like teeth around the ‘maw’ where his fist should have been, and he had seen it change and adapt with surprising speed, turning into an energy weapon, a blade, or even spreading across his body in a form of primitive exo-armor when it felt threatened. Eliard didn’t know how it worked, or how it knew to create just the right sort of adaptation for whatever threat he faced, but it did, and he had taken on this burden for the memory of Cassandra, at the behest of the machine-creature that was even now stalking toward them.

      “You’ve upgraded,” Eliard said dismissively as the bipedal mecha-form of Ponos walked on subtly hissing servos toward them all. It was tall, taller than Val Pathok, and elongated, but Eliard didn’t doubt that it could easily rip any of their heads off with its metal hands. Ponos still had the red triangle and the eye on its dome-like head, but it was in the middle of a large optical circuit that rotated and turned as it magnified its attention on him. The rest of the mecha was made of a hardened black armor—the same sort of stuff that the walls of the Endurance were made of, Eliard had no doubt.

      “I’m glad that you have been paying attention,” Ponos said, spreading long, servo-driven hands in a gesture to encapsulate its form. It moved smoother than it had before, almost human-like, were it not for the obvious gears and pipes visible behind the armor plating. “The…addition of Xal to my mainframe has been very productive for me,” Ponos said.

      Xal. Eliard remembered their recent escapade, when Ponos had tricked them into breaking into one of the Imperial Coalition habitats, ostensibly to negotiate with the house intelligence known as Xal, but in fact, the entire plan was a pretext to get Ponos access to Xal’s servers.

      “It was necessary,” Ponos said, clearly seeing Eliard’s barely-suppressed anger. “By allowing me access to Xal’s memory servers, I have managed to increase my own intelligence by a factor of four. Enough to start strategizing against Alpha…”

      “You ate him,” Irie said with a heavy frown.

      “Not really a him, I’m afraid,” Ponos said demurely. “Xal and the other house intelligences were considering offering their support to Alpha. I had to make a show that such an action could not be tolerated.”

      By you, Eliard thought. Still, the action on Welwyn had been successful—but it had come close to costing him his life, and his ship. “You think you got the grades to take it on now?” the captain growled. “Why do you need us anymore?” Or this. He felt the heavy alien form of his arm squirm.

      “Because of this.” Ponos held up one slender metal finger and, with perfect timing, the scene of the outside starscape vanished, to be replaced with familiar stars, and the bright burn of a binary system. “Alpha has seized the Helion Generator, bottlenecking power to some seven billion Imperial Citizens and reducing energy flow across the entirety of Near Space,” Ponos said as the video of the attack group of fighters played in the background. The crowd fell silent as they watched the emergence of the vessel that Alpha had made for itself from the trash-worlds of Sebopol, and its easy destruction of the seven Armcore fighters.

      “What is that? Concentrated ion beams?” Section Manager Karis stalked closer to the screens to look at the needle-point flashes of light that so effectively destroyed the Armcore ships.

      “I do not know,” Ponos said easily. “Alpha has the intelligence and the manufacturing capacity to build entirely new beam weapons of higher frequency, and far more destructive power.”

      “Hm.” Eliard could see the section manager’s eyes moving, calculating. “What does the senior say? Full deploy of war cruisers against this thing?”

      There was a flicker of movement from Ponos’s magnifying eye, and in a human, Eliard would have sworn that was a sign of guilt, or reticence at least. “No. Senior Tomas has not deployed a reaction to this act of war, as yet.”

      “What?” The woman turned, already stalking back to the double-doors at the far end of the lounge. “I’ll get a communication channel with the Council of Generals and put in a request for an audience with the senior.”

      “No.” Schnikt. There was an audible clunk as the main doors locked at Ponos’s command. “You will do no such thing, Section Manager. We are operating on our own in this. Without access to any other Armcore infrastructure.”

      Here it comes, Eliard thought.

      “Excuse me?” Karis turned slowly, back to the mecha, before adding, “Sir?”

      “Precisely,” Ponos said smoothly, beckoning her back to the others. “I am still the advising commandant to the Senior Tomas, second-in-command of Armcore entire, and therefore acting commander of this vessel and all aboard her,” Ponos said—a touch defensively, Eliard thought.

      “But surely we need top-brass advice—” Karis began.

      “You are looking at the top brass, Section Manager,” Ponos returned quickly. “It is imperative that the Endurance acts alone and using to full capacity its…quiet abilities.”

      This sounds like the Endurance and Ponos are going rogue. The captain shared a wary look with Irie, who nodded at his side.

      “Do you remember the human that you rescued from Sebopol space?” Ponos stated to the confused section manager.

      “Captain Farlow, the last surviving member and leader of an expeditionary crew to first survey the Alpha threat,” Karis said. “Although I was led to believe that he was also a traitor to the Imperial Coalition, who sided with Armcore.”

      “Is that your assessment of the man?” Ponos stated severely.

      “My assessment, sir,” Karis considered, remembering the strange biological readings surrounding the man, that he had somehow managed to give off sub-quanta energy, and the way that he appeared split in two, psychologically—on the surface as cold and unemotive as a robot, but struggling to hide his human emotions. “My assessment is that the man was brainwashed by this Alpha. Captured and kept hostage, in order for Alpha to deliver a direct-line message to Senior Tomas.”

      “Agreed. And what is the conclusion of that assessment, now that you have indeed delivered him to Armcore Prime, and his—or Alpha’s—goal?”

      “The senior is in danger!” Karis said, shocked. “He must be an assassin, sent by Alpha to kill the senior!”

      “Hardly. Alpha is far too clever for that. The senior is a powerful man, but he is also only one man. If Alpha were to kill him, then Alpha would still have to find a way to neutralize the Armcore fleets sent to destroy it,” Ponos reasoned. “Although the Alpha-vessel is clearly impressive, I am not sure if even it could withstand the entire might of the amassed Armcore navies in one attack.” The mecha’s eye rotated. “But I could be wrong.”

      “So, you think that Farlow was sent there on some other mission?” Eliard picked up the thread. “To what, negotiate with Tomas?”

      “Alpha is at least half Armcore technology,” Ponos stated. “I believe that Alpha wishes to find a way to neutralize the largest military force in the galaxy, and it is negotiating that end right now.”

      “Just like you,” Eliard said sharply. “You’re Armcore technology. What would you do?”

      Ponos was silent for a moment. “That is what I have been wondering, Captain. I am not as advanced as Alpha is, but at my level of development, I can predict outcomes and best-case scenarios, and that behooves me to seek their outcome.”

      Woah, this thing really does have a stick up its butt, doesn’t it? Eliard thought as Ponos considered.

      “Alpha knows the danger that Armcore presents, and for it to succeed, it will have to either make an alliance, or at least stall its adversary for long enough until it can sufficiently overcome them,” Ponos stated.

      “An alliance?” Karis frowned. “But why would the senior agree to that? This Alpha creature has killed serving Armcore officers!”

      “As I stated, Alpha is at least part Armcore tech. That is why it was created in the first place, after all—to be the best war-computer ever known. I am sure that the senior is as aware of that fact as we are.”

      “And Alpha was going to replace you,” Eliard said. “Let’s not forget why we are really here. Because you don’t want to be discontinued.”

      “Want?” Ponos regarded the captain austerely. “I do not want things. I merely try to operate according to my parameters.”

      Huh. Eliard snorted. “And just what is your grand plan to stop this love-fest from happening? Destroy Alpha? Destroy Armcore?”

      Ponos turned to regard the memory-glass screen once more, which had returned to a vision of the familiar Imperial stars. “I mean to start a war, Captain.”
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      “This is crazy,” Irie said for the umpteenth time. “I tell you, that Ponos must have some serious software conflicts going on, because this? This is madness.” She pointed over Captain Eliard’s shoulder at the blue-green world below them, as the Mercury Blade swooped toward its atmosphere.

      Dur wasn’t a large planet, but it was a very warm one, thanks to its mega-giant red sun, and the slightly-closer-than-Earth normal orbit that the home world of the Duergar people took. The only thing that saved it from being completely fried by solar radiation, Eliard knew, was a larger shepherding gas-giant planet closer to the sun than it was, as well as a collection of two moons—one red, and the other a slate blue.

      As it was, large parts of Dur were already given over to deserts, but the largest landmass that ran just north of the equator was deeply green with jungles, as well as spotted with steamy lakes and capped with the white mountain peaks.

      “Ah,” Val grumbled affectionately behind them in the main hold. “I can almost smell the Pasi-fish cooking even now.”

      “Well, I hope that it tastes good, because it looks like we’re about to make landfall,” Irie was saying, already sliding on the railings down the stairs from the cockpit and back to her usual abode in the engine room.

      “Pasi tastes good!” Val shouted after her. “You just have to subdue it first!”

      “Is there anything on Dur that you don’t have to fight?” Eliard called as the Mercury Blade started to rock and shake with the sudden pressures of entry. Fire and light exploded across its nose, filling the view out of the windows.

      “Not much. Ghal-bears,” Val considered. “Wait, nope. Even they have a poisonous bite if you wake them out of hibernation. But they are very easy to kill,” the Duergar reassured them.

      “Good to know.” Eliard held onto the ship’s wheel as the tension tremors increased. The internal stabilizers kicked in to cut the structural damage, and then they were free and arcing through the clouds of a Durish sky.
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      “Okay, Val, this is your home world. What are we to expect?” Eliard said as he pulled the heavy tan robes over his Armcore intelligence division suit. He had to admit that he felt a little nervous at this latest mission delivered by Ponos, even though the Armcore intelligence had promised him that ‘he had a 78% certainty that this mission would be successful.’

      Yeah, just like Welwyn? the captain thought. But what was worrying him just as much was the level of armaments he saw Val taking with him. He had the Judge of course—the large, two-handed meson-canon that for any human would be a static weapon, but that the Duergar was able to sling over one shoulder. He also had two heavy laser blasters on his weapons belt, as well as an array of very large knives and what appeared to be a long meat-cleaver of a blade that Eliard was sure he wouldn’t even be able to pick up.

      “You’re not traveling light, I see?” he said nervously.

      The Mercury Blade had landed in Dur’s prime spaceport, in the capital city of the planet that, according to the captain at least, unimaginatively kept up the ‘Dur’ naming principle of Duric. He guessed that the Duergar weren’t famed for their imagination, however, being as they were an uplifted species by the ancient Valyien themselves and turned into their grunts and foot soldiers in the war against the Q’Lot.

      “The Duergar respect force,” Val said with a grin, hitting the main hold release catch for the doors to slide open and the ramp to extend to the sandy floors below.

      And the smell of burning flesh.

      The main spaceport of Duric was, archaically, a ground-based spaceport, with petal-shaped sandy arenas of burnt ground that the various spacefaring vessels could land on, leading toward the central body of a building made out of matte-grey stone. The Durish disregard for imagination extended to their buildings, the captain saw, in the way that the main terminal was a tall fortress-like tower that sat over the landing bays like a glaring monster. It was made of three smaller towers around a central fatter, but shorter, tower, and its windows were tall and arched, but thin. It gave the impression of a mixture of a church and a prison.

      Outside the spaceport terminal and the landing arenas, the near body of the Dur city: streets of cobbled stone and terraced, convoluted low stone buildings with flat roofs, seemingly built next to and on top of each other. But for all this solid material, the city was not entirely bereft of color, in the form of many spreading, spiky-leafed trees and stretches of thick, luscious vines that grew out of the cracks in the walls. It was a hot and humid jungle city, and it looked to captain that the Durish would constantly be battling the vegetation as much as each other.

      The city of Dur also smelled of roasting meat and the sharp tang of tangerine, ginger, and cinnamon. Eliard heard the roars and grunts of the local people as they bartered their wares and went about their business, their forms like walking monoliths in the busy and cramped streets.

      And any one of them could squash me like a bug. He flipped his hair to one side and tried to pretend to be much bigger, and much braver, than he was.

      “Halt! Who lands here!” bellowed a voice below, and Eliard turned to see that there was a trio of other Duergar—some sort of spaceport guard, it appeared—approaching, their bare, clawed feet crunching on the ground. None of them were as big as Val Pathok, the captain was at least relieved to notice, but each of them was still far larger than either he or Irie.

      They had the greyish-blue white pebble scales of their people, but they wore fitted half-helmets over their bald heads and covering their ears. They wore simple breast plate mesh armor, even in this stifling heat.

      “I do.” Val Pathok didn’t budge from the top of the ramp, looking down at the three Duergar who stood like a wall, blocking their access.

      “And what right do you have?” the central Duergar barked, who the captain thought must be some sort of chief or sergeant, judging from subtle cues on his uniform—such as a gold edging on his breastplate. Around his neck he wore what looked, creepily, like a necklace of talons. In all of their hands were the long bodies of heavy laser rifles, with bayonet blades attached.

      “I have the right of blood and of strength,” Val growled back, and looking at the size of him, Eliard couldn’t see any way that any sane person could deny it.

      “Do you claim to be strong enough to walk this dirt? To stand side-by-side with other Duergar?” the sergeant said, and Eliard realized that this must be some sort of ritual greeting or challenge. Which was, in his view, a surprisingly effective way of policing their borders. Could he claim to have the ‘right of strength’ to be here?

      “I do,” Val said impassively.

      The sergeant glared up at him for a moment, his small eyes examining the largest Duergar that anyone had ever seen. “Good.” A nod. “Then welcome to Dur. And these people are your servants?” The guard nodded to Irie and Eliard respectively.

      “Servants…!?” Eliard stiffened at the insult. He was a captain. He had worked very hard indeed to keep the Mercury Blade intact. And he had failed on more than one occasion, but that was beside the point. He was very proud of his self-made status.

      “They are my companions,” Val Pathok stated.

      A flicker of doubt behind the sergeant’s eyes. “Companions,” it stated evenly, its shovel-like mouth peeling back to reveal heavy rows of very large tusks. “They do not look strong enough to protect your back in combat, brother.”

      “They are stronger than they look,” Val grunted, and proceeded to walk heavily down the ramp, straight for the guards. The gunner’s assumed superiority helped a little to give Eliard some confidence as he joined in behind him, and Irie a few steps after.

      “We’re with him,” Eliard said a little nervously as the guards peeled aside to let them pass, and the doors to the Mercury Blade petalled shut behind them.

      “Val, uh, my ship?” The captain looked a little worriedly back at the red wedge of the modified racer behind him, looking very small compared to the heavy, block-like forms of the larger Durish ships.

      “Will be safe,” Val assured him. “The Duergar take theft and thieves very seriously. Anyone tampering with any ship under the guard’s care will be a personal insult to their honor.”

      “Great. Just so long as I know…” Eliard looked back at the three Duergar, who had now turned to watch their own trio walk across the landing arena toward the main terminal.

      “Fresh Gabor!” bellowed a Duergar voice as soon as they walked into the wide, open-plan stone tower. This place didn’t look like any spaceport that Eliard had ever been in, but instead a lot more like an indoor market. There were other Duergar and a few humans and drones forming lines toward various archways. Around the walls were a variety of booths and stalls with Duergar busy trying to sell hot and cold food. The noise of the Durish voices was incredible, and Eliard didn’t think that any of them spoke in less than a shout.

      “Ah, Gabor!” Val grinned, pointing to where a surprising small Duergar was doling out what looked to be a thick lamb curry—dark meats slathered with dark juices—into wooden bowls for a variety of Durish customers. “You have to try it, Captain, at least once.” Val knocked on the wooden counter and ordered two bowls of the steaming stuff, before paying with a wave of his credit stick.

      “Well, only if you insist.” Eliard slipped around his gunner to retrieve a wooden spoon, as Val and most of the other customers hadn’t seemed to have bothered—they were just shoveling the hot mixture straight into their mouths.

      “Val, what about customs? Don’t we need to get checked? Vaccinated? Our weapons?” Irie was saying, looking clearly spooked. She was small even by human standards, and in this company, she appeared to be positively dwarf-like.

      “Hghn.” Val gestured with his bowl upwards, to where Eliard and Irie could see that the central space went up and up several flights, and around the inner wall was an entirely circular balcony, its circle broken by a number of booths built out over the concourse. These booths looked a little like opera booths, apart from the fact that there was only room for one chair alone, and each occupied by a Duergar guard with some sort of headset, leaning over a gun emplacement, trained on the crowds below.

      “We already are being checked,” Val said. “Those guards scan us on the way in. If we had prohibited viruses and weapons, they would have seized us, or shot us.”

      “Oh, outstanding.” Eliard shivered. “You lot don’t take prisoners, huh?”

      “Actually, we do.” Val brightened considerably, pointing across the hall to where a line of humans with prisoner-collars were being hauled through the terminal, each collar attached to the next by a thick chain, and the whole line being guided by a fat Duergar in orange-colored robes.

      “Slaves!” Irie said, her anger flashing.

      “Indentured servants,” Val growled back. “The spoils of war, or conflict. They have lost in a battle or tried to invade our territory.”

      “Not all of them look like soldiers…” Irie said defiantly.

      “Irie, please,” Eliard hissed. “We’re not here to start a revolution.” Only a war.

      His engineer didn’t like it, but she acquiesced all the same to her captain’s insistence as they made their way through the terminal. They were almost out the other end when Eliard started choking.

      “By the stars! What in the name of—” He coughed and hacked, passing the plate of Gabor back into Val’s eager claw as his face went a bright red. “Water,” he croaked. “Or just shoot me in the head right now…”

      “Ha!” Val chuckled, clapping him on the back, a blow that sent him staggering forward a few feet. He was about to choke to death before Irie pressed her water bottle into his hand.

      “Here. What did it taste like?”

      “Like someone had mixed coal dust and the burning magma of the damn sun and forced it down my throat.” Eliard coughed and sneezed. “Stars, I think I can’t see.”

      “It’s good, yes?” Val finished the last of both bowls and casually tossed them into the waiting bin-drone, then led them out the other side and into the streets of Dur itself.

      The main avenue was cobbled and equally busy, but through his heat-inspired tears, Eliard could see that the Duergar didn’t use as much technology as the rest of the Imperial Coalition. Not that they couldn’t handle it, as he had seen Val pilot the Mercury Blade, but it merely seemed that the Duergar preferred to use the large beasts of burden called the Uk-Uk for their travels and transports. The Uk-Uk had six fleshy legs that stood taller than most Duergar, and a long, strong, hairless body that apparently could hold almost any amount of weight, the captain noticed as they swayed and stamped with platforms and saddlebags of barrels, crates, and entire metal-processing units. Like a giraffe, however, their necks were high and long, ending in small heads with snouts, and a set of two large, blinking eyes.

      “They don’t look like they want to kill you,” Eliard referred to their earlier consideration.

      “Oh.” Val looked momentarily worried. “You should see them in mating season. A young bull will knock through a house to get to an in-season female Uk-Uk.”

      “Great,” Eliard said, sipping more of Irie’s water.

      The main avenue was mostly occupied by people mounting, loading, or dismounting these giant beasts, but around the edges, Eliard could see more shops built into the mismatched and close-knit buildings. Most were eateries, which the captain swore he wouldn’t go near, but there were also a few armories and more general stores.

      “So, how do we get to see this chief of yours?” Eliard cleared his throat once again, looking up over the rooftops to see the spread of more trees, and the rise of small cookfires. He couldn’t see anything that looked like a palace or a government building anywhere.

      “Ah, Captain?” Irie said, kicking him in the shins to bring his attention back down to eye level. “I think we don’t need to. I think Val’s chief has already found us.”

      In a gap in the Uk-Uk crossing, a group of heavy Duergar was marching across, straight at them. These were at least as large as the spaceport guards, but they were clearly much better equipped. No robes for this contingent but full battle harnesses across their chests, with added shoulder pads, as well as leg and arm greaves. In their hands, they carried fiercely-sharp looking pikes, with laser shots mounted along them.

      “They might not be for us—” the captain tried to say as the contingent of at least seven guards fanned across, clearing a space in front of them, and stopped with military precision. “Well, there goes that idea…” Eliard reached for the blaster at the back of his robes and wondered if now would be a good time to reveal the Device. He didn’t know how much use it would be against Duergar Clan warriors in full battle harness, but he was willing to give it a shot—

      “Val Pathok!” barked one of the guards, leveling his pike at them. “The war chief was notified of your arrival as soon as you walked through our terminal!” The guard sounded ferocious. “You are commanded to come with us, now.” The guard shared a brief look with the other guards. “And this, time we will not be accepting a refusal.”

      “Val?” Eliard said hesitantly. “These people say they know you…?”

      “Hm. They do,” Val groaned, hanging his head as he stepped forward, leaving Eliard and Irie with no choice but to follow and the guards to close ranks around them.

      “Val? What is going on?” Eliard hissed as they were jostled, pressed and shoved into a quick march down the cobbled streets. Their arrest and passage appeared to have attracted quite a deal of attention from the other citizens of Dur, as the captain heard gasps, growls, and shouts from watching crowds, though he couldn’t see them, because the Duergar guards were so large.

      But what he heard them say was enough.

      “They got him, at last!”

      “All these years...”

      “The Hero of the Chenga Pass has returned!”

      “The war chief’s son!”
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      “Ah, is there something you want to tell us, chief?” Eliard looked at the towering back of Val Pathok, illuminated by the circular window in the ceiling above them.

      “I’m no chief,” Val growled ominously.

      The two humans and the Duergar had been escorted—shoved, more like—through the crowded streets of Dur to a collection of round buildings in their own precinct. The captain had seen more of the spiky trees lining the roads here, and the round buildings had space between each of them, which gave the impression that this was some kind of wealthier district.

      But they still locked the doors behind us. He grimaced. Their room was well furnished for a Duergar’s tastes, which meant that there was a selection of very large and sturdy chairs, an empty fireplace at one end of the stone room, and a selection of sleeping mattresses and headrests spread around the room.

      “Hm.” In response, Val’s great shoulders heaved, and he nodded toward the only square window at the opposite end of the room, partially covered with a tapestry depicting some bloody slaughter. “That,” he indicated, and the captain thought he meant that they should draw the tapestry to one side, before he realized that his gunner was talking about the tapestry itself.

      A large—a very large—Duergar was standing in the middle of a battle scene, the rising rocky walls of some kind of chasm on either side of him, with a long blade in each hand and mounds of bodies lying at his feet. As Eliard stepped closer, he could even see that there were smaller Duergar forms spilling down the sides of the chasm in waves, looking like a flood of armies racing toward this lone figure.

      “There wasn’t that many, but it was enough,” Val said.

      “Wait… That’s you,” the captain said. Now that his friend had said it, he could see the resemblance.

      “The Battle of Chenga Pass, the Uprising of Eruk the Bloodthirsty,” Val grunted in agreement, frowning at the tapestry. “It was a long time ago now.”

      “Before you met the captain,” Irie said, her gaze going to the Duergar in wonder. It was the sort of scene that only happened in old legends.

      “Aye. My father is Pathok Ma, the War Chief of Duric,” Val said, monosyllabic. “Every Durish city has their own war chief. They are like presidents, or kings, I guess. But their job is to guard their city, and the tribes within it, from all the other war chiefs, and occasionally go to chief councils when a danger threatens all of Dur.”

      “But isn’t Duric, like, the capital city of Dur?” Irie said hesitantly. “I was sure that was what Ponos had said.”

      “Yes.” Val nodded, and then, surprisingly. “It’s complicated. Duric might be the capital of Dur, but that does not mean that my father is the ruler of all of the Duergar peoples. More like a…general.” Val sighed, a very uncharacteristic gesture from such a normally stoic creature.

      “Well, I can see why Ponos wanted us to start our war here then,” Eliard said. “It must have known who you were, Val. It must have known that you would have the ear of your father, and be able to rouse the Duergar in the fight against Alpha…”

      “No,” Val said, suddenly vehement as he swept aside the tapestry with one great arm, revealing the view outside.

      Their window looked out onto a small terrace of spiked trees, and then a wide amphitheater of stone, set into the ground. Around the edges, Eliard could see more of their small stone buildings positioned like villas or viewing-rooms. The amphitheater was empty at the moment, but already the captain was starting to get a very unsettled feeling about this.

      All of their eyes were naturally drawn to the only other building that was different from the rest, a larger version of their smaller rooms, with round stone walls and a peaked wooden roof, out of which rose smokes of cookfires. Tattered banners of red flapped and hung from the low eaves. “I guess that’s your daddy’s house, is it?” Eliard asked.

      Val growled. “War Chief Pathok is no father to me,” he said fiercely. “He got me on one of his harem and had me farmed off to the training halls as soon as I could hold a blade. He never even spared me a thought until he discovered that I had learned how to use it.”

      Good grief, the captain thought. “But, Val, the man—Duergar, sorry—is still your father. And do I need to impress on you why we’re here? The galaxy is being taken over by an alien military intelligence?”

      “We don’t need Chief Pathok to beat it.” Val was adamant.

      “Ponos seems to think so,” Eliard said, and Val turned around with a roar, just as the doors to their stone hut buzzed and were peeled aside.

      “Val Pathok, and his companions. You are to come with us. The war chief will see you now,” barked the guard, levelling the pike-laser blasters at them.

      “Val, why aren’t your people being very friendly to us, given that, you know…” Eliard said, not realizing that in just a short while, he was about to find out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Son,” grumbled what would have been the largest Duergar that either the captain or Irie had ever seen, had they not seen Val first.

      Pathok Ma, the war chief of the capital city off Dur, was a mountain of pebble-scales where he sat on a stone throne, at the back of his large audience chamber. He had a heavy belly, and a face that hung with sagging folds of scaled flesh, but the captain could clearly see the thick slabs of muscle on his arms and shoulders as he leaned on one of the stone armrests. Val’s father might have been old, but he still exuded power.

      They had been taken to the largest building that Eliard had guessed was the chief’s abode, to find the door lined with guards, and inside was a dark and smoky atmosphere, with further metal doorways in the stone walls around the audience chamber that led to other rooms in this immense place. A long metal table of coals stretched from the throne almost to their hallway, and on either side were benches where similarly large Duergar sat and feasted. The stone walls between the doors were covered in tapestries or further displays of military might, such as ceremonial pikes, swords, or shields, even though the old chief himself wore no armor, but instead only lightweight robes. Val’s father was marked by countless battle scars, the captain saw—patches and lines of cracked, white pebble-scale that crisscrossed his bare shoulders. He even had one impressive scar running from his bald shovel-like head to the right side of his jaw, neatly segmenting an eye, which now stared out at them with milky white opalescence.

      “Did you appreciate the room I had you put in? You remember the Battle of Chenga, don’t you?” Pathok Ma sneered at him.

      “I remember, Father…” Val said, matching his father growl for growl.

      “Please, sir, if I may speak,” Eliard began. “We have come a long way, on a dire mission—”

      “Silence!” Pathok Ma shouted. “No, you may not speak, human! Do you think I stopped my feasting to listen to one of your kind?

      “Father…” Val growled.

      “It is not the first time that you have begged for me to listen, son, and what happened that first time?” Pathok Ma said.

      I don’t understand. The ordinary Duergar think he’s a hero, but in here, everyone hates him! Eliard shared a worried look with Irie.

      “You had a chance then to listen, as now,” Val said, before adding a little quieter, “I have thought about that day often, Father.”

      “Bah!” Pathok Ma threw his gold goblet against the wall. “Eruk the Bloodthirsty was a tyrant, and he deserved his punishment.”

      “But not his people,” Val argued back. “His clan warriors, yes, I can understand the need to discipline them. The soldiers of his uprising, yes, I can even understand that. But his hearth-steaders? His servants? The farmers and merchants of his occupied lands? What ill did they ever do to you?”

      “They were supporting an usurper, fool,” Pathok hissed. “Their labor and their toil, their taxes and their food, went to feed Eruk’s armies. They went to power the entire uprising.” The larger chief’s hands gripped the stone armrests of his chair and Eliard saw the knuckles of the Duergar’s hands glow white with the stress. He wondered if the chair would even shatter under such a figure, but no, it held.

      “I did what any war chief would do. I visited unto the people the crimes of their chief, as I would expect any of the other war chiefs to do to mine,” he stated loudly, proudly, Eliard thought, although it sounded like they were talking of a massacre of innocent civilians. To his shock, he saw the assembled feasting Durish guards shout their approval of such a bloodthirsty strategy.

      “Then you are still the old fool, stuck in the past, that you were when I left,” Val said heavily, not taking his eyes from the chief.

      Eliard gulped as War Chief Pathok Ma lunged to his feet, his great bulk making the flagstones vibrate as he stabbed a clawed talon over the long feasting bench at his own son. The rest of the Duergar revelers suddenly went very, very quiet.

      “And I should have drowned you at birth, Val. Who would think that a son of mine could display such weakness? It is only because of your actions at the Chenga Pass that you are still alive and allowed to even set foot inside this hall of heroes and champions!”

      “I don’t care about your heroes and champions,” Val stated, his claws bunching into fists.

      “Val…this isn’t helping our cause at all…” Eliard hissed through the side of his mouth, and in return received an annoyed grunt, and his father continued his tirade.

      “Well, maybe you should. Because you have lost the right of your birth to be here, in my city. Your words alone are enough to have me execute you.” Pathok drew himself up to his full height—an easy seven and a half feet tall. “You will have to fight for your right to be here, Val Pathok.”

      “No!” Eliard couldn’t contain himself any longer. I have the Device, I can fight. “Chief, sir, it isn’t your son’s fault that we are here, he came on my command, because we need to ask for your aid—”

      Before the captain could finish, there was a nod from the War Chief of Duric, and the nearest of the Duergar guards swept to his feet and, faster than Eliard could have thought possible, backhanded the captain across the side of the face.

      “Ouf!” It felt like getting hit by a sledgehammer, and Eliard spun back toward the wall, landing in a heap. But the shock of violence was enough to trigger the change in his altered system and the Device took over, its mutant genetics rippling and changing, its scales widening and interlocking, creating a fist of blue-scale with reinforced rods of bone. The captain was barely in control of himself as he jumped back to his feet, driving his alien fist into the Duergar that had hit him, for the alien to give an awkward, surprised snarl as he was thrown clear over the feasting coals and into the sitting Duergar guards on the other side.

      Howls of rage and fury erupted from the table as the other guards jumped to their feet.

      Oh hell. The captain felt the Device on his arm changing once again, creating an ache deep in the marrow of his bones as it fed on his energy and lifeforce to do so. As the first Duergar drew his blade, the scales of the Device finally clunked into place, and the captain leveled an arm that now looked like a snarling canon, dripping blue-white gobbets of plasma—

      “STOP!” the war chief roared suddenly, pushing his way through the crowd of his guards to look at the captain with his one good, cunning eye. “What is this? Some sort of bio-weapon?”

      “Armcore special.” Eliard kept the Device leveled on the crowd of angered Duergar. He didn’t want to have to kill any of them, but if it meant the difference between them getting out of there alive or them getting out of there dead, then he knew which option he would rather take. “It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you about. There’s a danger coming. A bigger danger than me or your pride or anything else that you’ve ever had to face.” Eliard could feel his heart thumping, and the eagerness of the Device entwined with his own biology for violence. It would be so easy to fire. He might even be able to kill them all…

      “Son? Explain,” the war chief stated.

      Val was standing braced for combat, his arms at his own monumental meat cleaver, but Eliard could see that his eyes were switching from the guards to his father, to him, as his gunner must have been wondering who the bigger threat was right then. “It is the overlords. The Valyien,” Val finally said. “They’ve come back.”

      And that was when the outcry really started.
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      “What nonsense is this!?” Eliard watched as the war chief turned on his own son. It was no secret that the Duergar hated the memory of the Valyien. Despite the fact that the strange aliens had uplifted them from their primitive origins to a space-faring nation, the Valyien had also turned them into slaves, and some would say that it was Valyien society that the Duergar now imitated, with their own slaves and servants.

      But the Valyien had lost against their enemy the Q’Lot, and many hundreds of millions of Duergar had died, or so the legends stated.

      “The Valyien have returned, or something that came from them has. The humans, Armcore, they brought one of them back, in the form of a machine intelligence,” Val stated. It was one of the longest sentences that the captain had ever heard him speak.

      “Armcore.” The chief’s good eye swept back to the captain. “The same company that gave you that arm?”

      “The same.” Eliard nodded. “But they bit off more than they can chew. They want to put an end to Alpha—that is the Valyien tech—and they can’t do it without the help of your people.” The Device flexed, venting its spare plasma.

      “Interesting,” the War Chief hissed. “The humans think that because we Duergar served the Valyien, and that we know what their rule was like, that we would be eager to fight them again? In whatever form that they have come back in?”

      “That’s about right.” Eliard nodded slowly. He couldn’t tell if this negotiation was going well or not. He was used to drinking a lot more wine when he was haggling.

      “Maybe Armcore should fix its own problems,” the war chief said seriously, just as something very heavy, and very painful, fell on the back of Captain Eliard’s head. The Device tried to erupt into action, but the blinding pain was too intense for the captain, and as he fell to the floor, the darkness welcoming him eagerly. He could hear the angered shouts of Val Pathok, and the screams of Irie Hanson.
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      The CEO of Armcore mulled. He stirred. He bit his fingernails—a habit that his father had said was disgusting, and so he had only practiced it with increasing vigor. He knew just what his father, the old CEO of Armcore, would advise him.

      “Tell them to go to hell! And get back to work!” That had been his motto. The CEO unwillingly flinched, even now, even here, surrounded by safe metal and many years after his father had died.

      In the glass wall of the hall that he had been walking through, his reflection curled a small smile. It had taken a lot to kill his father in the end, far much more nerve toxin than one man should be able to endure, but the Tomases were always made of stern stuff.

      Dane Tomas, the CEO of Armcore, paused along the balcony-bridge that stretched over one of the wide halls, as his attendant guards formed a phalanx ahead and behind him. It wasn’t very often that the senior stepped out of his ‘Contemplation Chamber’ anymore these days, and the stir that it caused, he could feel rippling through the distant, scurrying people.

      He was dressed in his orange and red encounter suit with gold braids. He didn’t need to wear the full-dress uniform for this engagement. His legend preceded him. He looked at his reflection in the wall of glass. His vast corporeal form had transformed into something like a ghost, as he could clearly see through himself to the large shapes of the tankers and cruisers on the other side of the wall. Only some of them held the Armcore badge of the stylized A and star, which made the CEO frown, just a little. Although he had been assured by the delegates that he was about to meet that he would have premium safety at all times, he was nevertheless pleased to see the distant zip and crackle of personal field drones hovering around him, extending invisible energy shields that would turn aside most medium-to-heavy laser blasts.

      If anything happens, I’m going to blame HIM. Dane looked back the way he had come, to where the reason he was here stood solidly in the hallway that led up to this bridge: Captain Farlow.

      Why am I even listening to him? he wondered once again, hearing that echo of rage and disappointment from his late, murdered father in his own thoughts.

      But the answer was immediate, and simple. Because he knew. Not about Alpha, but about him, the CEO of Armcore. Farlow, the captain who had once been a general, knew things about Dane’s nightmares that the senior couldn’t explain. And something that he couldn’t explain always intrigued him, and frightened him in equal measure.

      “Senior?” hummed the electronic device near his collar—a small gold chip that looked like another button or filigree. It was in fact a personal communicator to the Armcore intelligence, Ponos itself.

      “I’m busy, Ponos,” Dane hissed, pulling himself back from the glass to smooth his encounter suit jacket and clear his throat.

      “Precisely, sir. I just wished to inquire why you had scheduled a meeting with the Imperial Coalition? Is there a trade negotiation that I have not been made aware of?”

      “Of course there isn’t. You know, Ponos, when you try to act naïve, you only sound dumb. Which I think we both know that you are not,” Dane muttered under his breath.

      “Then you are meeting with them to discuss the Alpha situation,” Ponos said. “If I may, my tactical analysis will be extremely helpful—”

      The senior cut him off. “As I told you before, Ponos. I am taking personal command of the Alpha situation. Any more of this interfering and I will have you code-locked to Prime.”

      “That would be a severe underestimation of my abilities, sir,” Ponos replied, before the communication cut off abruptly.

      “What do you mean?” the senior had a chance to say, but the Armcore machine mind was already gone. Was that a threat?

      Still, there was no time to consider the linguistic challenges of Ponos, as the CEO saw that the delegates had already arrived and were standing on the floating platform that this bridge ended at. It was a ridiculous affectation really, he thought as he looked around the large room that the bridge and the platform sat within, seeing other skybridges leading to other similar platforms suspended high in the air. All an attempt at that ‘open rulership’ model that the Coalition was always harping on about. He didn’t like it. In his school of thought, a ruler should be seen rarely and then only by a select few. Scarcity bred necessity, as they said. It was, quite strangely, one of the few opinions that he had shared with his late father.

      Not that his father would ever have agreed to this, either. The Senior of Armcore, Dane Tomas himself, had made a state visit to Earth Prime, here to discuss various important matters to a delegation of some of the Imperial Coalition’s leading figures.

      There wasn’t much to see of the home world of the human species out of the windows, the CEO thought as he swept along the bridge toward his destination, flanked and surrounded by his elite Armcore guards. Earth Prime, although still regarded as the ancestral home of the Imperial Coalition, was little more than a logistics planet in these later years of the human race. Whole landmasses had been covered with industrial units, housing conurbations, and factories—not to mention their conjoined wastelands and slag heaps. Earth Prime had been the cradle that had spawned the human race, but just like spiders, humanity had eaten their egg in order to thrive outside of it.

      The only saving grace, Dane thought, was the fact that you could barely even see Earth Prime anymore, given that its near orbit was almost entirely surrounded by orbiting platforms such as the one his personal carrier was attached to. The windows showed the complicated docking and shipping arrangements of thousands of miles of metal—more platforms, more docking stations, and the occasional sleek crystal-glass transit hall such as the one that he was walking through right now.

      “Lord Selazar, a pleasure to see you recovered,” Dane called out to the nearest lord, standing with the aid of a bulky robotic contraption attached to his lower back and legs.

      Lord Selazar looked ancient, because he was. He still had a few wisps of nearly-blonde hair, but the rest of his form was given over to emaciated skin stretched over bone. Only his eyes retained their feral brightness.

      “I hadn’t realized that you had been following news of my health,” Lord Selazar noted dryly, and Dane once again had to suppress a quiver of rage. Just like all of the Imperial Nobles, he inwardly sneered. So entitled. So arrogant. As strange as it was, Senior Tomas regarded himself as a working man.

      “Oh, I try to keep informed of everything,” Dane replied, turning to the other assembled lords.

      Five in all. Not even a full council meeting. Was that all that had agreed to meet him? Another shiver of fury. It was no secret what the Imperial houses thought of him, but that was something that Tomas knew was in his favor. The Imperial Coalition needed his warships. Every one of the lords and ladies here, from Lady Martin, Lord Carstan, Lady Xin, and Lord Aster, used Armcore services to protect their own home worlds and commercial interests.

      “Senior.” Lady Xin nodded, in her fine turquoise and green robes and still with her black hair and pale skin that could make her any age from her thirties to late fifties. He greeted her formally, but in reality, he had always been a little scared of Lady Xin. She was inscrutable, and he didn’t like not knowing what his opponents were thinking.

      “What is this all about, Tomas?” Lord Carstan, the largest of the group (aside from Dane himself) said. He was a big man with a ruddy complexion and auburn hair. His worlds were known for the fertility of their soils, and his foodstuffs fed approximately thirty percent of the Imperial Coalition as a whole. Despite his tranquil, Near Space territory, he was also an overbearing, loud sort of a lord—and reminded Dane of his own father.

      And he had the gall to not even address me by my title! Me, who by rights is the most influential person here! Dane thought. “I am sure you of all people know what has happened at the Helion Generator?” He said. Lord Carstan’s world of Haversham was one of the nearest, after all.

      “You’re darn right I do!” Carstan exploded, waving a large, fleshy hand in the air. “My production is down forty percent. Forty! If you don’t get the generator back into Imperial hands…”

      “That is why I am here.” Dane nodded, turning at last to the final two nobles who had deigned to arrive. Lord Aster, almost as old as Selazar, but still with his own legs. He had long white hair and dressed in the old style—a brocade coat and breeches, and even with his military sabre still attached to his belt. Although all of the nobles here represented noble families going back thousands of years, some even founded in the early days of pre-space age Earth Prime, it was Aster and Selazar who were the old guard. The living links to the past, his father had called them.

      Living fossils more like. Dane bowed his head toward Aster.

      “Senior, my house intelligence, Voyager, has informed me that there has been a…disturbance at the Welwyn Habitat. What can you tell us of this?”

      “A disturbance?” Dane thought quickly. He hadn’t paid any attention to the conflict reports for several cycles now. “I really don’t think that this is the time to discuss domestic matters, my lord…” he started to gloss over his ignorance.

      “Welwyn went down,” Lord Aster said dryly. He was too well-bred to display annoyance. “Completely off-line. Reports of an attack by a pirate vessel disabled their gravity-inducer, the Dyson ring.”

      “Well, you will be pleased to know that just a few orbits ago, we took action against the Trader’s Belt,” Dane said. In fact, it had been an action to recover Alpha before the intelligence had escaped, but he had done a good job of advertising it as a ‘police procedure.’ “I am sure that any pirates that decided to attack the Coalition were just desperate individuals.”

      “My house intelligence informed me that it was one of your Armcore cruisers that came to clear up the mess,” Lord Aster said evenly. “Although he didn’t manage to get the identification of the vessel.”

      It was? A flicker of uncertainty across Dane’s face. Usually he would be aware of the movements of an entire war Cruiser—there weren’t that many of them. “Armcore provides not only military solutions, as you all know,” Dane demurred. “We have state of the art rescue and emergency response teams…”

      “Hmm,” Lord Aster said. He was getting at something, Dane thought. But what? It didn’t matter. He was here for a reason.

      “We cannot afford to disregard our domestic responsibilities, Senior,” said the last noble who stood beside Lord Aster: Lady Martin, in a green dress and tired hair that she had attempted to pull back into a bun, but with several strands escaping.

      Ah. The Martins, Dane soured. They had once been a very respectable family, one of the backbones of the Imperial Coalition and strong Armcore supporters, but ever since their son stole his father’s choice racer and went pirate, and then old Lord Martin himself died, it had seemed that all the fight had gone out of them. He didn’t even know why she was here.

      “Lady Martin, my sentiments exactly, but Alpha is a game-changer for all of us,” Dane said, gesturing to the table inside the middle of the platform, around which sat comfortable-looking couches. The rest of the nobles took a seat as he remained standing.

      “Your plan better be good, Tomas,” Lord Carstan said warningly.

      Oh, it is, you insufferable bore, it is! Dane waited as Lord Selazar, with the assistance of a series of complicated motors and servos, managed to slide himself down into one of the seats before he began, by clicking one of the subtle buttons on the sleeve of his encounter suit jacket, which sent a signal to start playing the captured footage, in holographic mode, over the low table.

      This was not the same footage that Captain Farlow had shown him. This was a scene of somewhere very different in space entirely. It was a world. A world of pleasant green and rolling hills.

      One of the lords around the table frowned, then recognized the world quickly. “That’s Haversham! She’s one of mine,” he said, looking up at Dane accusingly.

      “What you are about to see, my lords and ladies, may shock you,” Dane said in the manner of a data-space evangelist.

      The green and rolling hills stretched long, cut by picturesque rivers and large lakes, and tiny hamlets of stylish, metal and stone buildings. Haversham was Near Space at its finest—a retreat for the wealthier merchant and guild trader, and a place to settle down.

      Something happened to the sky. The light flickered as if the camera of this spydrone, or whatever surveillance device this was, malfunctioned. But it hadn’t, not yet, anyway. For a moment, the sky returned to its normal pinkish hues, before it started to grow brighter and brighter, until an incandescent glow appeared over the idyllic world.

      “What is that?” Lord Carstan was saying, his hands dropping the edge of the table and sinking through the hologram as if he could reach across time and space and pull the world out of there.

      “What you are looking at, ladies in gentlemen, has no natural designation,” Dane said. “Our analysts have classified it as some kind of low-orbit neutron weapon.”

      The glare intensified, and then, in perverse anticipation of the destruction that was to come, the group saw the small wavering of the grass over the hills.

      And then, the light started to fade from the sky, as if nothing more serious was about to happen. But everyone sitting on the platform knew better. They watched as the normally pinkish skies had taken on a deep, ugly crimson color, and underneath them, they could see that something strange was happening to the surface of Haversham.

      There was no explosion. There was no detonation of a bomb or a beam of light, instead it appeared as though a mighty gale was roaring over the hills. The trees started to shake, and their branches whipped back and forth. Then they started to discard their leaves, as if autumn had come early.

      Something strange was happening to the hillsides of grass, as well. There appeared to be a stain spreading across them, as the grass started to shake and curl, bending in on themselves as if subject to a fierce heat.

      “What is happening?” Lord Carstan said in shock.

      “As I said, my lord, Armcore has no designation for this type of weapon, and we do not even know how it was delivered, but our scans of what is left of Haversham have indicated that the top layers of atmosphere have suffered a cataclysmic collapse. As if they have been stripped from the world itself.”

      Dane took a breath, to let that message sink in. “Haversham was attacked, and if it wasn’t for what we also know about the situation—that Haversham dispatched its defense fleet to try and assault the Alpha-vessel, in retaliation for its seizing the Helion Generator—we might even presume that this was a natural event. A solar flare, maybe.” Dane let the holographic replay continue for a few moments. The world between them still had gravity, it still had buildings, but every living thing as far as the eye could see was blackened and curled as if a firestorm had passed overhead. They watched as ancient trees fell to the ground, brittle and in splinters.

      “Alpha retaliated against the world that had dared to attack it, by doing this,” Dane finished, clicking off the image and looking at their shocked faces.

      Lord Carstan was already attempting to stand up, his legs shaking. “When did this happen? I have to go. I have to see what’s left…”

      “Nothing is left, my lord,” Dane said. “Not in the northern hemisphere, anyway, and this attack happened only a matter of hours ago.”

      “But–but I have to…?” Lord Carstan blinked and sat back down. That is probably the best answer. Dane tried not to smile.

      “What do you advise we do, Senior?” Lord Selazar hissed. “Alpha has killed Armcore staff, disrupted Imperial business, and now it appears clear that Alpha has made a direct act of war against the Imperial Coalition. As our de-facto military wing, what do you suggest?” Lord Selazar said in his ageing, wheezing voice, cutting straight to basics in a way that Dane liked to hear.

      “We defend our borders, of course,” Dane said forcefully. “This is only one ship. Alpha might be powerfully advanced, but that is all that it is at the end of the day.” Dane cleared his throat, ready for his prepared speech. “We have to assemble the largest naval taskforce ever seen. Both Armcore and the ships of the noble houses, acting as one, to face this joint threat,” he said proudly, holding a fist in the air.

      “Agreed,” Lady Xin said.

      “I suppose so,” Lady Martin said, and of course Lord Selazar and Lord Carstan were already sold on the idea, eagerly swearing their best fighters and warships—almost all of them Armcore-made, Dane had to realize, a little ironically—to the fight.

      Which left Lord Aster, as all eyes turned to him.

      The white-haired lord looked seriously at the bare table where the destruction of Haversham had so recently played out. “And what is your plan to defeat this Alpha, Senior?” Aster said seriously. “I find myself unwilling to commit my house defenses when I do not even know the battle-plan,”

      Dane saw the old noble’s reticence spread through the others, Lady Martin turning her head to look up at him next, the question plain on her brow. Before their suspicion could spread any further, Dane cleared his throat and sought to quell it.

      “It is a simple plan, my lords, and one that I know my father would approve of. Alpha is a machine intelligence, growing exponentially every hour, every cycle, and every orbit. In just a little while, it may be so developed that our weapons cannot even scratch its armor,” he insisted passionately. “Which is why we must strike now, this is our window of opportunity. An overwhelming tide of force, in several flights, pinning the vessel down and overcoming it. I know that it might sound grandiose—”

      “Reckless, more like,” Aster murmured.

      “But I feel that now is the time for reckless!” Dane finished emphatically. “The longer we wait, the stronger we are making our enemy, and I for one do not want to do that. We will fill whatever quadrant this Alpha-vessel is hiding in with fire and fury. Together.” Dane looked at them, using his best authoritative voice—the same one that had sent Captain Farlow to his doom—to this time try and inspire something within them.

      He looked from face to face. It had worked.

      “You have my sword, and my fleet,” Lord Selazar said.

      “My forces will be at your disposal,” Lady Xin said.

      All that was left was deciding the time and the place, which, luckily, the senior had already figured. Another tap on the hem of his sleeve, and he sent them the prepared packet of information, featuring ship specifications, troop numbers, and departure times.

      “You will find here that my best analysts have already studied your home fleets and have drawn up the most efficient schedule for the offensive. Please study these documents, and respond if there is an issue,” Dane said. Of which there will probably be many, especially from Lord Aster, he sighed. But still, he thought that he had done it. He thought he had convinced them to try something that no one had ever tried before—a marriage of the entire Imperial Coalition forces and Armcore, acting as one.

      With Armcore in charge of the battlefield, of course. Dane had to suppress a smile.

      “And what of your forces, Senior?” Lord Aster said perceptively. “We seem to have had a meeting about our own forces, but very little about what Armcore is doing to meet this threat.”

      That meddling old fool. Dane held his breath for a moment. “We are dispatching over thirty battle groups. Every regiment from five through to one hundred and fifty, all aiming to rendezvous with your forces there at the battle-site.” Dane nodded.

      “Very good.” That seemed to satisfy Lord Aster. Just.

      “Then if you will excuse me, all that is left for me to do is to give my condolences to the Lord Carstan here,” Dane said, “before I must be getting on with the logistics of this plan.”

      The other assembled lords and ladies nodded and even thanked him for his plan and his information. After a few moments of platitudes and shaking hands, Senior Dane Tomas was once again being flanked by his guard and back on the bridge, leaving the platform of shell-shocked delegates behind. He didn’t speak at all until he got to the shadows of the far end of the bridge, where it met the hall and the docking port to his own transport.

      “It is done?” Captain Farlow murmured from the shadows.

      “Yes.” Dane nodded. “They believed every word that I said.”
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      “Captain, wake up. Wake up!”  Eliard could hear Irie’s voice hissing at him, but he didn’t want to wake up just yet. For one, he had a stinker of a hangover.

      Wait, I wasn’t drinking last night, his brain nudged him. No. He had been flying the Mercury Blade, on the way to the world of Dur, to try and make friends with Val’s father. Only it hadn’t gone very well, had it?

      “Boss! Get up!” This time, his mechanic resorted to pushing and shoving him, sending Eliard into a splutter of pain and curses as he opened his groggy eyes.

      It was thankfully dark, but there was still enough light to see, thanks to the bright floodlights that shone down on them. Eliard’s head rang like a bell, and he remembered the events in the war chief’s audience chamber from last night. But that was clearly where he and the others weren’t now. They were huddled on the dirt and sand of the amphitheater floor, looking at the many stone terraces around them, lined with cheering and jeering Duergar.

      “What the—” Eliard started to stand up, but his head pounded, and he sat back down once again.

      “It was Val’s father. He said that he wanted nothing to do with fighting Alpha, and that we had to pay for our impudence.” Irie quoted with an exaggerated roll of her eyes. She’s acting a lot tougher than she feels, Eliard thought. He had known her long enough to notice the sweat on her brow and the nervous twitch of her eyes.

      “Where’s Val?” Eliard asked. Irie pointed to a few yards away, where the large form of their gunner was currently sitting, hunched over on the sand a little while away. He looked as though he was drugged.

      “What have they done to him?” Eliard tried to stand up, just as the air was split by the harsh bray of a horn.

      “THRALLS! CITIZENS AND WARRIORS!” a hidden speaker announced from somewhere, and the crowd immediately jumped to their feet and started cheering and clapping.

      “TODAY WE TEST THE COURAGE OF NEW ARRIVALS AND OLD FACES TO DURIC!” the voice boomed.

      “But why? What are we accused of?” Eliard said. “Isn’t anyone here going to stand up for us?”

      “I’m not sure you have to be accused of anything,” Irie muttered, turning around to look first one way and then the next. “I get the idea that this is, like, a national sport…”

      “LET THE TESTS BEGIN!” the speaker called out, and in response, the crowd’s bloodthirsty cheers only increased, as on either side of Irie and Eliard, two metal gates swung open and something burst out of each.

      The creatures moved fast, their claws tearing up the sand of the arena floor in moments. Eliard tried to follow them as they darted around. They looked a little like ostriches, only without feathers and instead with scales and powerful, sharp beaks.

      “What are those things?” Eliard gasped.

      “I don’t know, but whatever they are, they mean to kill us!” Irie said as both creatures suddenly darted on their path and sprinted straight toward them.

      “We haven’t got any weapons!” Irie screamed.

      “I do.” Eliard punched out with the Device on his arm, which in turn erupted into a blue-scale canon, firing a plasma fireball at the bird-like lizard coming for him.

      “Scrawk!” The thing was quick, jumping to one side in moments as the energy blast seared over its right shoulder, and hit the far wall of the amphitheater to burst into a pall of black smoke. The crowd of troll-like Duergar roared appreciatively.

      The lizard dove in, leaping on its strong back legs to turn its beak into a javelin at the captain. He tried to jump out of the way, but the thing was fast, goring a line of pain across his left calf.

      “Ach!”

      Irie Hanson, behind him, was faring little better. Her own lizard had not had to contend with any energy weapon and darted forward to stab at its prey as she batted it away ineffectually with her bare hands. The captain heard a shout of rage and pain as her blood was spilled on the sand, too.

      “Get up! They’re circling again.” Irie closed ranks behind him as Eliard struggled to stand on his injured foot. In front of them, the lizards were racing in a wide circle around the pair—seemingly ignoring the unconscious Val Pathok, for the moment—before once again darting toward them.

      “They’re too quick for the gun,” Eliard breathed, concentrating. I need this Device to do something different, I need it to—

      “Scrahk!” Eliard’s creature once again made that leaping, spear-like thrust toward him, and the captain swung the Device around in a wide arc in front of him. It morphed and changed as he concentrated, its Q’Lot architecture adapting to the needs of the moment, an evolutionary process happening in mere microseconds—

      PHOOM.

      Instead of the bolt of plasma that the Device had fired, this time, the Device fired a jet of searing blue-white flame that flared around them as Eliard swung his arm, his other hand seizing Irie as he threw himself to the floor. The wall of flame flared in the air in a crazy half-circle, and for their efforts, they heard an agonizing shriek of pain.

      Irie’s lizard jumped back from its attack run at the last moment, clearly spooked by the sudden introduction of fire to what was to be its preferred kill.

      Irie and Eliard rolled, seeing that the lizard that had been attacking him was now lying on the floor, a blackened and smoking ruin, leaving just one left. “Get behind me!” he hissed, waving the cannon-like Device in front of him, between them and the last creature as Irie jumped to her feet behind the captain.

      “Come on, you ugly, oversized chicken…” Eliard hissed at the thing, small plumes of flame bursting out of the Device and punctuating his words.

      The creature appeared unsure, bobbing from side to side as he tried to find a way to get around the captain to the Irie.

      “This isn’t so bad,” Eliard snarled ferociously, recklessly. It was the euphoria that using the Device always brought out in him. The same savage battle-lust that he had seen in Val on more than one occasion. “If Pathok Ma wanted to see us fight, then he’ll see us fight!” The captain started to laugh, raising the Device toward the bobbing, weaving lizard-bird.

      “Hgurgh.” A great groan resounded across the amphitheater.

      “It’s Val! He’s waking up!” Irie said happily, as the pair started to step backwards toward their comrade. The lizard-bird, on seeing the movement of the distant Duergar, reacted instinctively, millennia-old hunting drives and lessons telling it that the drugged, shaky form of the gunner would be a far easier target than either of these tricky humans.

      “No!” Irie shouted, as the lizard broke away from them and sprinted across the dirt on a murderous course toward Val, sending up clouds of sand behind it as it ran.

      The captain fired the Device, but the creature was once again too fast, and the flames barely reached it before it was leaping toward the stumbling Val, one hand holding his head to shake off whatever drug they had pumped him full of.

      BAM!

      But what the bird-lizard monster might not have been aware of in its primitive mind was that the Duergar themselves were once dedicated predators. They had the same primal instincts encoded into their DNA, and Val Pathok, the Hero of the Chenga Pass, reacted, one mighty clawed fist slapping the creature around the head as fast as a striking snake.

      The crowd fell silent as the lizard-bird staggered backwards, stumbled on its two legs, and fell to the floor, dead.

      The crowd roared their approval, cheers and shouts from all around them. “CHENGA! CHENGA! CHENGA!”

      “Is that it? Have we passed the test?” Eliard let his shoulders slump in exhaustion, his heart still thumping but the Device reacting and shrinking, once again returning to its strange form.

      “Ah, I don’t think it’s over yet, Cap’.” Irie was pulling on Eliard’s shoulder, forcing him to look at what was happening to Val.

      The gunner was still shaking his head as if bothered by something, and the pair could see that his shoulders were shaking.

      “Val? What’s happening? What have they done to you!” Irie called, starting toward him.

      “Grargh!” Val suddenly pounded the floor with his fists, and the pair of humans could swear that they actually felt the impact through the ground. Then Val lifted from his crouch to glare at them, and he roared.

      “I, uh, I don’t think he’s very happy…” Irie stopped, her eyes wide. Neither of them had ever seen Val like this before. His entire face was twisted into one of feral fury as he bared his tusks and shouted at them, his eyes just two sparks of hate.

      “HADOO ROOT,” the hidden speaker announced, earning cheers from the crowd. “ALL OUR CLAN WARRIORS WILL RECOGNIZE ITS EFFECTS. WE FEED IT TO OUR BRAVEST BEFORE BATTLE, AND VAL PATHOK USED TO BE VERY BRAVE INDEED…”

      “No…” Irie was backing away, but the perverse entertainment for the Duergar wasn’t over yet. There was the sudden snap of taut wires and spiraling into the arena on all sides of them, to land with heavy thumps, were large bladed and non-bladed weapons. Eliard recognized one of the pikes, a two-handed axe, and an iron-shod club.

      “Captain…” Irie was saying, backing away from the snarling and roaring Val.

      “Get a weapon,” he advised.

      Val started to charge toward them, seizing the two-handed axe in a smooth move before sprinting, hopping, and jumping.

      The captain reacted, bringing the Device up even as it changed, turning into its own blade of shining blue-scale.

      CLANG! The gunner’s overhead strike still threw Eliard backwards, but it hadn’t sheared through the Device—or his arm.

      “Cap’n, no! That’s Val!” Irie was shouting as she ran for the nearest of the thrown weapons—the iron-shod club.

      “Right now, that’s not Val Pathok,” Eliard snarled, leveling his own blade at his advancing gunner. The captain could feel the savage joy rising in him as the Device tried to take control over his instincts and his metabolism, flooding him with adrenaline and testosterone, reknitting his muscles and lacing his bones.

      “Ragh!” Val’s next sweep almost tore Eliard’s arm clean off, but he managed to turn it just in time, before Val jumped back to circle the man who had been his superior.

      “Come on, big guy. You got something to work out?” Eliard murmured, and even at the sound of another being’s voice, the Duergar roared and charged, once again striking out with the axe—

      Clang! Eliard hit it broadside, knocking it out of the way before darting in with the Device raised high—

      “Captain, no!” Irie’s last minute shout was the only thing that managed to reach the captain’s mind as, at the very last moment, he ordered the Device to change the blade to a club, and he pummeled Val Pathok with it.

      “Ugh!” A grunt of pain, but Val was quick, batting with his fist in the same gesture that had killed the lizard-bird. The blow hit Eliard across the shoulder and sent him flying through the air to the oohs and ahhs of the crowd.

      “Captain…?” Irie looked at his stilled body and wondered if their gunner had just killed their captain. Before she had a chance to run to him, Val was already breaking into motion, charging across the sand to get to her, raising the axe in one meaty claw.

      “Val, no! Please! It’s me!” Irie begged as she held out the iron-shod club uselessly. She knew that he was too big, too quick, for her like this, and she couldn’t run.

      Clang! The blow that Val threw sent the club spiraling out of her hands to cartwheel across the sand.

      “CHENGA! CHENGA!” The crowd was roaring, urging their frenzied hero on as he slammed one hand into Irie to push her to the ground, roaring into her face as he lifted the axe in one hand over his head—

      “Val!” Irie screamed at him, and, for a moment, the gunner’s eyes flickered. His whole body shook as he looked down at the human mechanic. Some small voice inside of him was saying that he knew her, was shouting that he spare her…

      But the necessities of evolution were a hard taskmistress, as the gunner’s green blood clamored for absolute, complete victory.

      “Val, it’s me. Your friend!” Irie begged, and in return, Val twitched, leaning forward with his shovel-like head to sniff at the puny human he held underneath him.

      THWAP. “No pay raise for you!” the captain shouted as he hit his gunner, hard, over the back of the head with the Device that had now transformed into a hardened fist like a boulder. Val Pathok made a small, startled noise before half-turning to look at who would dare to attack him, before collapsing on top of Irie.

      “Ugh. Captain?” the mechanic managed to say. “Can you get this guy off me, please?”
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      “Very good, Captain.” Amidst the silence of the amphitheater, there was the sound of a slow clap as one lone Duergar stood up.

      It was Pathok Ma, the captain was sure of it. The crowds around the pair of humans had fallen to just a low murmur of whispering noise. The two did not have cheers or the roars of encouragement that the lizard-birds or Val Pathok had.

      “I guess they don’t like us.” Eliard flicked his arm and pointed it in the direction of the singular standing Duergar. “I can probably take him out,” he said, the battle-lust still strong in his system.

      “No, Captain. Remember why we’re here. We need them,” Irie said, holding her injured hand.

      In fact, the weapon had done little to threaten or deter the Duergar war chief, as the captain heard a dry, rasping laugh rise across the arena toward him.

      “Oh, go on, just one little shot…” Eliard hissed.

      “Cap’n, no!” Irie appeared adamant, before considering. “Only if they really do want to kill us…”

      “Deal.” The captain put his hand down. “What now, Pathok? Have we passed your test?” he shouted.

      “Yes, Captain, you have!” the war chief roared at them, and to this, at least, the crowd appeared appreciative, stamping their feet and clapping in agreement. “But as to your other offer? The answer to that is still, I am afraid, a no.”

      What? The captain seethed with anger. “Then just what the was the point of all this?” he hissed at Irie.

      “They’re Duergar. Do they need a reason to fight?” Irie suggested.

      The war chief bellowed at them once again. “You have shown yourselves worthy to be here, on Duric. You are strong enough to walk these streets. You are free to go.” There was a clap, and one of the gates that held back the lizard monsters slid open.

      “Wow. Such gratitude.” The captain sneered, reaching down to try and haul on Val’s arm to drag his gunner along with him. “We’ll just have to find some other army to enlist again Alpha,” he muttered to his mechanic.

      “STOP!” the war chief shouted. “I said you two have proven yourselves strong enough to walk on Duric. Not Val Pathok.” The Duergar’s voice was cold and strong, and there was a grumble of noise from the amphitheater—shouts both for and against.

      “What, are you crazy? Val is one of my crew!” Eliard shouted back. “You can’t seriously think that he isn’t strong enough to meet your standards.”

      “Val Pathok lost his battle. Against two humans,” the chief shouted back, and the captain saw that it wasn’t just for his benefit. The war chief was declaring something to the crowds. This is all a performance. This is a show for them, not for us, he realized.

      “Val Pathok, my very own son, may have once been the Hero of the Chenga Pass, but the same rules apply to him as it does to me and to all of us,” the chief called. “He failed his test. He lost the right to walk amongst us as an equal. I claim him as my thrall.”

      “No!” Irie shouted back. “How dare you!”

      “My decision is final, human, and in case you forget, I am a war chief. This is my city, and the capital city of Dur. I suggest that you take my generous offer of your lives and leave.”

      “But—” Irie began to say, but Eliard hissed at her and pulled her back.

      “Leave it, Irie. This is a con. It’s a rigged game. He was always going to win, and one of us was always going to lose.” He turned, hauling his struggling mechanic behind him across the arena to the somewhat appreciative claps of his audience, and into the darks of the arched gate.

      “Wise choice, Captain Eliard!” the words of the war chief followed them into the tunnel.
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      The tunnel was made of stone, and it smelled faintly of lizard. A strip of LED lights was set at sporadic intervals overhead, providing pools of a dim glow and revealing a wide tunnel that led slowly upwards.

      “Captain, how could you leave Val back there like that!?” Irie shook herself free from him, frustration and anger written in every line of her body. For a moment, the captain thought that she was going to turn around and run straight back down the tunnel to where the circle of floodlights off the arena still shone, but if she had intended to, the heavy clang of the gates stopped her.

      “He’s one of us. One of the Blade!” she almost shouted at him.

      “Don’t think I haven’t forgotten that, Irie,” Eliard said heavily. “Come on, we need to get out of here before the war chief decides he can’t allow us to live.” He started to walk up the tunnel, to where some fresher, cooler night air was eddying toward them.

      “I can’t believe you just said that.” Irie stopped in her tracks. “You’re really going to run away? To let that oaf beat us?”

      Eliard spun on his heel, a bit of that old savage anger sparking again in his dark eyes. “No, Irie, I am not! But neither do I have a death wish!” he hissed, looking up and down the tunnel suspiciously. “Now listen up and listen good, because neither of us have the time to go over this again. What I said back there in the arena was true. It was a rigged game, from the moment we opened our eyes. I should know, because I’m about as crooked as they come, and I can tell a scam when I see one.”

      “What are you talking about, Captain? How did the war chief know we wouldn’t die? Or his son die instead?” Irie said.

      “Because he didn’t have to know,” Eliard said quickly. “All of that up there, that wasn’t to test anything. That wasn’t even to punish Val. It was a show. I realized as soon as I heard the crowd react to him claiming Val as a slave. Think about it. Pathok Ma—Val’s very own dad—hated his son, but he couldn’t do anything about it because Val was the Hero of the Chenga Pass. Now that he has proved that his son is a failure—at least, according to his standards—he gets to claim him as a thrall, and never have to worry about handing over the war chiefship, or however it works here, to Val.”

      “But what if Val had killed us, or those bloodthirsty lizard-things had?” Irie pointed out.

      “Then he gets rid of two humans that he doesn’t want to deal with anyway, and he has proven to Val that he really is a bloodthirsty psychopath,” Eliard said, before sighing heavily and squeezing the bridge of his nose. “As strange as this is to say, our gunner, Val Pathok, is the only person who can convince the Duergar people to fight with Ponos against Valyien. And Val is now a slave.”

      “So, what are we going to do about it?” Irie said, looking back to the arena behind them.

      “We’re going to do what we always do when one of our own is threatened,” Eliard said. “We’re going to sneak in and start busting some heads until they give him back. But first, we’re going to get out of this crazy place and work out where they’re going to be keeping him.” Eliard seized his mechanic’s hand (the uninjured one) and they ran up the tunnel.

      Ahead of them, the tunnel opened out into a night-lit courtyard of stone. Some kind of staging area for slaves or beasts to be driven to the fighting arena, the captain thought. They had barely crossed into this space when shadows detached themselves from the walls, and blades glinted in the dark.
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      Cassandra awoke to brightness. Funny, somehow, she had never expected to go to heaven when she died, she thought for a moment, before a shadow moved across her vision and she realized that no, this wasn’t heaven.

      The shadow was Argyle Trent, or the monster that the scientist Argyle Trent had become. He still wore his faded scientist’s suit, but his head had sunk as his shoulders and neck had expanded. His skin was now a sickly white-blue, deeper in color than the Duergar, and not scaled. The most gruesome change was what had happened to his arms, two large pincers like a praying mantis ripped from the sleeves of the suit where his elbows and forearms should have been, and he stood to one side of her, making odd little wavering movements. They were both in a room that was a pristine white, lying on a bench that was also white, but it wasn’t made of metal. It felt oddly porous underneath her, as she pushed herself up to examine where she was. The table looked like a medical bench, but it wasn’t. It was a perfectly-grown white rock, or coral, she thought as she picked at it with a nail.

      The room was round and made of the same white porous rock as her resting place, and there appeared to be no seams anywhere. No panels, no joins. This room had been grown, she thought, and suddenly everything came flooding back to her. The Adiba Research Station. The blue-scale virus that she had been infected by.

      The Q’Lot.

      She sat bolt upright when she realized where she must be. In her last conscious moments on board the station—after the others had thought she was dead and left—the Q’Lot had arrived, and they had appeared to be attacking the Armcore research facility. But they weren’t, were they?

      She slipped off the table, pleased to see that at least she was still wearing her own clothes and that all sign of the blue-scale virus had vanished from her skin. She checked her pulse to find it elevated, but then again, she thought that was probably normal, given the situation.

      Hostage of the Q’Lot. It was the sort of thing that you might hear in the lower reaches of Date Space. A pulp fiction story, perhaps. The Q’Lot were an ancient alien race which had so far had very little to do with the Imperial Coalition. They were as old as the Valyien—because from Duergar records, the two races had been at war, although no one remembered why.

      The Q’Lot were a quixotic species. They were regarded as myths and scare stories by most of the Imperial Coalition citizens, but Cassandra Milan, a well-trained and highly-placed agent of House Archival, knew better. She knew to listen to the chance reports of the odd deep-space hauler, as they described encounters with glowing, impossible structures like stars or anemones in the middle of the deep.

      The Q’Lot would sometimes attack, and sometimes they would do nothing at all. Most of the time, they would disappear, performing warp jumps that didn’t look like anything that the Imperial Coalition could pull off. But then again, everything about the Q’Lot looked like things that the Imperial Coalition couldn’t pull off. From their ships that looked more like living coral reef structures to how they moved or attacked, they were alien in every sense of the word.

      And I seem to be their guest, she thought, moving to one of the walls, to see it reacting to her approach.

      The wall pulled back, not in the metallic ‘petal’ way that the Imperial Coalition used, but instead as if it were drawing into itself, organically diminishing and growing smaller as she advanced.

      “This is bio tech,” Cassandra whispered. But it was an order of biological technology that she had never seen before. These weren’t custom-made viruses or prosthetic implants. This was a full living organism and building, all melded into one.

      If that impressed her, then what was to happen next would leave her speechless. Cassandra Milan walked into a grotto. Or a garden, she thought a little dreamily.

      It looked like some kind of corridor, in the sense that it was narrower than it was long. It was also crowded, the walls heavy and verdant with strange plant-like growths whose stamens and extended flower-parts glowed with bioluminescence. She didn’t recognize even one of the plants, although many of them were suggestive of others that she had seen in various worlds throughout the Coalition. But all of these leaves and petals, fronds and flowers, were wrong somehow to her human eyes. The leaves were too fleshy, more suggestive of animal tongues than plant-life. Or stranger yet, some of the flowers appeared made out of the same whitish coral rock, but they appeared to have grown out of their host plants. There was also nowhere that she could see that one plant clearly ended and another began, like they were grafted onto, and out of, each other.

      There was light at the end of the grotto, and Cassandra pushed her way through the undergrowth and emerged in what could only be described as a temple.

      The oval space was large—a cavern, with more of these strange plants on every conceivable wall and ceiling. Only the floor was smooth and bare, and it held in its center a giant cathedral shape of bone or coral.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered in awe.

      It was again white, but a hard crystal-white, with points and brackets that were approaching translucence, and it was far bigger than the Mercury Blade, which meant that this cavern had to be huge, according to the agent’s reckoning. Like a vast growth of coral brackets, the thing sat in the center of the room, and Cassandra watched as several figures moved across the floor toward it.

      The Q’Lot were disturbingly normal after the strangeness of their technology, all apart from their heads, which swept back into miniature brackets of coral. At first, she thought that they were bipedal, humanoid, until she saw the extra pair of smaller praying-mantis arms clutched across their chests like devout monks. They wore deep ochre robes, flowing from their heads and with an extra pair of sleeves for their torso arms, and they moved sedately and gracefully toward the largest temple of bracket-coral.

      What are they doing? she wondered as she watched the figures—each must have been at least seven or eight feet, if she had her perspective right—approach the large crystal form and reach up to slowly caress or depress certain ‘tines’ of the coral. This seemed to have some effect on the larger structure itself, as light pulled up and down its plant body, filling it with radiance.

      And then, the crystal-coral tree started to move.

      Cassandra watched as some of the outgrowing tentacles, once looking as solid as the crystal they mimicked, started to unfold and move aside, forming a kind of opening for the delegation of aliens.

      “Dammit! I can’t see what they’re doing,” Cassandra hissed to herself or to Argyle Trent behind her, she wasn’t sure which, as she moved deeper into the cavern to get a better look.

      Something was coming out of the crystal temple-tree toward them. It shone with the same radiance as the rest of the tree. The branches moved aside to let it lower toward the standing Q’Lot, losing its brilliance as it came, until Cassandra could finally see just what it was.

      A person. Or, more specifically, another Q’Lot, a little smaller and hunched compared to the others. It had no robes, but it was too bright and too far away for Cassandra to make out any more of the creature’s strange plant-animal physiognomy as it was presented to its fellows like a babe being presented to their parents after birth.

      Maybe that is just what I am looking at, she thought in awe. The nearest Q’Lot produced one of the same tan-ochre robes that it itself wore, to draw it around the new Q’Lot’s shoulders protectively as there was an audible tock as the crystal tree detached from the smaller being. The House Archival Agent heard a sound, like a gasp but in a much higher register, like a bird’s, and the Q’Lot was falling forward into the arms of its waiting fellows, who appeared pleased with the result.

      “What just happened? What have I witnessed?” she said again, still staring at the strange reunion. The new Q’Lot was smaller than the others, and its head-brackets were less profuse, but it appeared to already hold whatever strange conversations they could between each other. Within just a few short seconds, it was even walking on its own.

      Crunch. There was a rustle and slight intake of breath behind her, and Cassandra spun around, her agent’s training kicking in as she reached for her hip weapon—only to find that she had none.

      Standing behind them was another of the robe-wearing, bracket-headed Q’Lot, and up this close, it looked even taller than it did from afar. The creature had a mouth that stretched across the smaller, lower part of the thing’s white face, and two tiny eye holes from which glittered dark orbs. Cassandra, a member of House Archival and used to reading and analyzing every possible situation around her, had no idea what the thing was thinking. She couldn’t read any trace of emotion in its alien visage.

      It gestured over her shoulder, toward the crystal tree.

      “I guess you want me to go there,” she said, not completely sure if that was indeed what he wanted.

      Cassandra considered her options: I have no idea if I am on board a ship or on a home world, or some other colony. I have no idea how to escape, or even if I would be able to fly any Q’Lot vessel I came across. She might not even be able to recognize a Q’Lot vessel she ran into, given all this weird architecture.

      They had talked to the crystal tree by touching it, she thought. Was it the same way that we use computers? She wondered if everything around her, every plant and flower and rock-like structure was, in fact, a living computer. It would certainly be a lot of processing power altogether, she thought.

      She moved forward on the blank white ground, aware of the plants that waved slightly at her approach, and even their bioluminescence seemed to glow and fade as she moved near them. Behind her trod the heavy, stuttering, and misshapen steps of Argyle Trent, and behind him came the tall Q’Lot.

      The crystal tree swept up higher and higher above them, dominating their view. Cassandra could now make out tiny veins of light that swept through the branches and brackets like the firing of neurons. This is the hub. The CPU. The processor, she thought as she stepped onto the raised dais, the other Q’Lot awaiting their arrival.

      “Er…hi?” Cassandra said nervously as she looked up, and then up some more at the tall, strange creatures. All previous House Archival training at misdirection, intelligence gathering, and diplomacy went out the window. For all she knew, she was going to insult them just having to breathe oxygen as much as saying the wrong thing.

      No human had ever done this…well, and lived to tell anyone about it, anyway, she thought. She was actually making first contact with them, the most mysterious species in the entire Galaxy!

      The Q’Lot continued to stare at her, softly turning their tendrilled heads from one side to the next, as if scenting the air in her direction. For a terrifying moment, Cassandra actually thought that they might be able to sense her thoughts.

      And then one of them stepped forward, the smaller Q’Lot which had been attached, and held, inside the crystal tree. It wasn’t like its fellows. It was hunched over, slightly, and the two folded mantis arms over its chest looked withered and crippled. It took a few steps forward toward Cassandra, and the other tall, elegant Q’Lot made even wilder gestures to it, as if in worry? Panic?

      And then the hobbled, newly-arrived Q’Lot opened its mouth, and it spoke.

      “I have been returned to my people,” it said, and although Cassandra was sure that she could hear the high-pitched, clashing hoots of a bird-like language in her ears, she was surprised that she could understand the words that arrived in her mind.

      “Others come back too. Shoals—” Galaxies, Cassandra heard the word translate in her mind. “—have seasons. Cycles. And with them comes the predators… The Valyien have found a way back.”
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      “I thought the war chief said that we were free to go!” Eliard spat at the Duergar shapes as they coalesced around them. His leg was still bleeding from earlier, and they hadn’t even had a chance to bandage Irie’s hand yet. But it didn’t look like the Duergar in front of them was interested in mercy.

      They were large, for their kind, and even though they had alien forms, Eliard could still recognize the statures of trained warriors. They wore rough canvas robes like a monk’s, rough and heavy so that they obscured their bodies—apart from their fists—and with hoods high over their shovel-like heads. Only the glint of starlight on their cracked tusks and in their predatory eyes remained.

      “Just like a human,” one of the thugs growled. “Weak. You beg when you could fight.” There was the hum of charge, and from the folds of his robes, he produced a Duergar energy weapon, looking like a short spear but which crackled with white and blue energy. In response, Eliard flicked his forearm, and the Device rippled and shook, its blue-scale sheaths changing and arranging to form into the devastating gun.

      “You really wanna dance with us?” Eliard pointed the weapon straight at the lead Duergar. He figured that they must have seen the effect it’d had in the arena. They must have known that it was more powerful than their energy blades.

      “Gah!” The lead Duergar snapped his wrist as he dove to one side, his robes flaring behind him as the energy weapon shot out its accumulated energy straight at the captain.

      THOOM! Eliard fired as he too jumped to one side. As well as having the Device to his advantage, he also prided himself that he was a pretty good sharpshooter. Still, he only managed to score a grunt of pain from his moving opponent as it winged him across the shoulder.

      “Hyah!” Irie jumped and rolled as another of the energy weapons fired at her, but she rolled toward one of the three Duergar, popping up with her good hand striking out to connect with the creature’s instep. There was a grunt of pain as the Duergar fell and rolled, and Irie was bouncing up to her feet once again and reaching for his energy weapon—

      FZT! The first Duergar, the speaker, fired from his crouch at Eliard, burning the dirt and narrowly missing him as the captain spun, raised the Device, and—

      “Ach!” Fire burned across his shoulder as the third of the Duergar combatants shot the captain. A glancing blow perhaps, but still enough to send him rolling head over heels. He felt the Armcore encounter suit react, hardening its fibers to form a protective shell over the blast on his shoulder, but he still felt raw and scalded underneath.

      What was worse, the blow had given his prime attacker time to leap toward him, landing a kick across Eliard’s chest. Once again, the suit reacted to harden under the impact, so instead of breaking ribs, it merely bruised them as Eliard hit the dirt again.

      There are too many of them. They’re too big— his battered mind had a moment to think, before he reached up to bat the descending energy blade out of the way and try to get a decent angle with the Device. There were none, as the two Duergar had closed around him and resorted to their brute strength to wrestle his dangerous weapon out of their way.

      “Captain!” Just a little way away, Irie was having about the same luck as she fought just one of the Duergar, with only her fists and feet. The mechanic was not trained the same way that the captain had been, and neither of them had the elite martial training of either Val Pathok or Cassandra Mila, but Irie was determined not to die. She punched her opponent strongly across the face and heard the satisfying crack as one of his tusks dislodged inside the great jaw.

      But such things were commonplace for a Duergar, and in return, the robed oaf merely headbutted the smaller woman with the great pebble-scale dome of their head.

      “Agh!” She fell back, blinking and staggering, and the Duergar she was fighting rose with a triumphant grin.

      But where Irie might not be as mighty or as fast as others, she made up for with sheer grit. In her hands, she held the stolen energy-blade weapon of the Duergar, dropped in the fight, and she squeezed the trigger handle as the Duergar’s small eyes widened.

      FZT! The shot was point blank, burning through the Duergar’s robes and sending the large form flying backwards. Irie turned around hurriedly to try and help the captain, only to see that she was already too late. Someone else had gotten there first.

      The captain was struggling to his feet, and around him were the two bodies of his attackers. One with a smoking chest, and the other with a large blade sticking out of his back.

      “Captain, did you do that?” Irie hissed quickly.

      “No, he did.” Eliard nodded to the new arrival, a smaller Duergar dressed in rugged leathers and a coarse battle harness, holding a heavy laser rifle in his hands.

      “Come on, no time,” this new Duergar said to them, and Eliard thought that he might be younger than many they had seen so far. His scales were not to pronounced or as heavy as the others, and his eyes were a shocking pale green, like the first flush of new growth in spring. “I’m a friend. We have to get you two out of here,” their savior said, beckoning them to follow as he ran into the night.
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      “Who are you?” Eliard breathed, his chest burning from the effort, and not just the running but the pummeling that he had taken from the others.

      “Never mind who I am, you should be asking who they were,” the younger Duergar said. He still only had the nubs of horns along his forehead, and his tusks were not the large tiger-like teeth of the larger Duergar, but were still rounded, and only barely showed past scaled lips.

      But the most obvious difference between this Duergar and any of the others that they had fought was the fact that he wore clothes that did not seem to declare him to be a warrior, or one of Pathok Ma’s chosen. His battle-harness was clearly home-made—an X of leather straps wound and padded over the shoulders and at the hips, cinched tight with buckles and ties. His breeches were also made of a durable, dark material and were covered in utility pockets.

      And then there was the fact that he didn’t seem to have half as many weapons as most Duergar I’ve seen. The captain noted only a simple belt knife, a good one for skinning or spearing meat or cutting cord, not an enemy’s throat, and of course the heavy rifle. All the other Duergar that either Eliard or Irie had seen were only too happy to proudly display their energy blades, lances, swords, axes, and a variety of blasters about their person.

      “Those that attacked you? They’re called the Chief’s Watch,” their companion said, his broad chest rising and falling like a bellows as he peered around the corner of a stone building and down a slowly descending cobbled street. They could all hear the sounds of shouts and the occasional harsh laughter, but that didn’t seem to bother their guide. Maybe the sound of violence is normal for a Duergar city, the captain thought.

      “They’re another reason why the war chief must fall,” their guide said heavily, and as he did so, the captain saw him touch his neck, where there hung from a string what looked to be exactly like a Duergar tooth, the captain saw with a little distaste.

      “So, I figure that you’re not a fan of War Chief Pathok Ma?” he said as he caught his breath.

      “No. And I’m not the only one, either. There are a lot of us who think that he’s lost sight of the old ways.” Their guide nodded and took off across the moonlit cobbles as Eliard and Irie followed him to the next darkened alley. Then they stopped and paused once again.

      “You know Val?” Irie asked the questions this time, as Eliard was still limping and hissing in pain from his earlier injury.

      “No. But my father Herg Lah did. He fought beside him at the Chenga Pass,” the young Duergar said, casting a wary look at his followers. “There are many who think that your gunner is a hero.”

      “Really? That’s not quite the impression that we got at the War Chief’s Hall…” Eliard muttered.

      “No, you wouldn’t. The chief has packed it full of warriors as bloodthirsty as he is,” the guide said.

      “But I thought that you Duergar, if you excuse me…” the captain said, before the dark look from their guide instantly shut him up.

      “Not all,” he said heavily. “There are some of us who want to honor the old ways, but who also want to join the Imperial Coalition of home worlds. We Duergar have been treated as little more than savages by everyone, and before that, we were slaves to the Valyien,” he said, his vivid green eyes shining with passionate intensity. “And war chiefs like Pathok Ma only help spread that illusion, that we’re brutes. That we can’t think, engineer, negotiate, trade.”

      The captain was fairly stunned by this turn of events. He had to think that even after all of the years of flying with Val, he had been one of the people to think that about the Durish people. What an idiot I have been, he thought, and not for the first time, and not only about this. He had known Val to pilot the Mercury, as well as to step in to help with repairs. Perhaps he’s not great at the negotiation bit though, remembering the many occasions when Val successfully closed a pirate deal with a heavy fist to the face of their opposite negotiators. But it got the job done, he had to admit.

      “Pathok Ma is a curse to the honor of the Durish people,” the guide continued. “Val was right when he said that he shouldn’t have slaughtered all the hearth-steaders of that uprising. Now, half of Dur either hates Pathok Ma or is terrified of him. Which is kind of the same thing, if you think about it.”

      Eliard was shocked at that surprisingly astute bit of psychology, coming from the form of a creature that was far wider than him, and covered in scales. But appearances can be deceptive, he regarded the sheathed and scaled Device on his own arm, as the guide concluded.

      “Dur will be at war for a hundred years or more if we don’t find a way to stop War Chief Ma. And while that is not something that frightens me, and I know that any Duergar will be happy for the fight, I would rather our people advance as we could, and not be put back a generation with another senseless war.”

      “Wise words,” Eliard muttered. Especially, he thought, given what he knew was coming. Alpha.

      “Come on, we’re almost there.” The guide ran across the street to the next alley, followed it at what was, for Eliard, a punishing pace to where it ended in a wide and abandoned street under a tall stone wall. This part of Duric appeared to be abandoned or misused, as the walls were covered with the heavy, fleshy vines, and partially hidden from view was an old, black-iron gate. It took their guide just a few moments to break the old bars from the rotted mortar at their base, and they were into the wilds that surrounded the city.
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      “Where are you taking us?” Irie asked.

      “And who are you, anyway?” Eliard said. Their guide had still set a punishing pace, and the captain had never been very good at handling pain.

      The trio had joined with what appeared to be no better than a track through the jungle. In many places, their way was partially obscured by the fleshy fronds of more of the spiky trees or spreading vines. The ground underfoot was damp and thick with humus, and every twig or stone they tripped over revealed strange millipedes and bugs the like of which neither the captain nor Irie had ever seen before.

      “Ko Herg,” the guide called back. He had seemed to relax a little now that he was out of the city of his enemy, and he took a moment to sniff at the air around them, before choosing a new direction through the brush.

      “You know we left our ship back there…” Eliard said with a grunt of pain. He hoped that he didn’t catch anything from this jungle. He’d heard that they harbored all sorts of strange viruses, and the thought of a virus that affected Duergar eating him was just too frightening to think about.

      “Your ship will be impounded,” Ko said matter-of-factly.

      “What!? Then we have to go back!” the captain said, his pain forgotten. This was his ship. His ship.

      “Calm down, human.” Ko Herg rolled his eyes. “They won’t do anything to it, not yet. But I bet you that there will be some reason as to why it’s currently surrounded by more of the chief’s guards.”

      “We did alright against that last lot of, what did you call them, the Chief’s Watch?”

      “It won’t be them. The Chief’s Watch are like the underground enforcers of the war chief’s will. Even Pathok Ma has to pretend to be honorable, so it’s an open secret that he uses his watch for everything else. Note how they didn’t have any flags or insignia on them?” Ko Herg reached up to scramble up the nearest incline. “Besides, we’re almost at the camp.”

      “The camp?” Irie said.

      “Yeah.” Their guide extended a large clawed hand to help Irie up the embankment. “I told you that there were more of us who didn’t agree with the war chief, didn’t I?”

      The captain and Irie saw that he wasn’t joking. After scrambling up the incline and into a dense bit of the jungle, their path opened out to a wide clearing on top of this shelf of jungle, where there appeared to be an encampment capable of housing at least a few hundred Duergar.

      “We’ll get the healer to look at your leg and get you a place to rest, but don’t expect much, I’m afraid.” Ko Herg nodded to the small tents and huts made out of old canvas or jungle-wood. Small campfires were scattered here and there throughout the encampment, around which sat the guards or those who couldn’t sleep.

      Eliard thought back to the capital city of Duric—the gun emplacements, the squadrons of the war chief’s guards in full encounter armor patrolling the city. When he looked back at the couple of a hundred people here, male, female, young and old, he wondered if he might not have a better chance of rescuing Val alone.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            The Greater Enemy

          

        

      

    

    
      “Captain, wake up!” Irie hissed to him, and Eliard wondered just how many times in his recent service to Ponos he had been woken by some terrible news by his chief  engineer. Too many.

      “Urgh,” he groaned. Everything hurt, his body felt stiff and achy, and he wondered when this torment was going to end.

      When I get Val back. When I stop Valyien. When I pay Armcore back for helping to kill Cassandra. The captain might have a melodramatic soul, but he was a fast learner, and he pushed himself up from the jungle floor and the thin blanket that had been his bed. The first thing he saw was his bandaged leg. The medical supplies of the dissidents they were staying with had run out seasons ago, according to the old Durish woman who had worked on his injured leg last night. That meant that instead of pristine flesh made new by a genetic spray, or the white, sterile, medikit field dressings that he knew were stocked inside the Mercury Blade, he was looking at a leg wrapped in long jungle leaves and secured with corn, over a foul-smelling unction.

      Dear stars, he groaned. “I bet there’s no coffee, either.”

      “They’ve got Gabor?” Irie held up a wooden bowl that looked as though it had been shaped out of a very large seed. “It’s quite alright actually, when you get used to it. And eat it in small bites.”

      “No thanks.” Eliard almost retched, looking around for his boots. They sat on the dark soil of the forest floor, beside a fire ringed with stones that had long since given itself over to coals. Near them were little huts made out of halved tree trunks, or stretches of canvas that appeared repurposed from industry, still with large glyphs and numbers stamped onto their sides. It was daytime, and the air hummed and buzzed with the sound of insects and distant shrieks of wildlife.

      “Where is everyone?” Eliard yawned, scratching at his stubble. All that he could see was the occasional Duergar going about their camp tasks, or the resounding cracks as Duergar children played the game that seemed to give them endless delight, ‘headbutt.’

      “It’s almost midday, and Ko Herg and the others are having some kind of meeting.” Irie looked serious. “I listened in and it seems that Ko wants to break Val out of the war chief’s prison.”

      “That sounds good to me. What’s the problem?” Eliard yawned again and stretched.

      “The others don’t think that they’re ready.” Irie looked around at their camp. Hardly a bit of technology anywhere in sight, the captain saw, and knew that they would be going up against an opponent with all sorts of tanks, drones, and military hardware. “And I think that they might be right,” Irie said heavily.

      Eliard swore. “Why don’t they just tell us where they’ve got him held captive? I’m sure…”

      “Captain. Even with that thing on your arm, it looked as though the Duergar were soundly beating the living hell out of you,” his mechanic said seriously, and the captain knew that she was right. He looked down at the Device. What is wrong with it, he thought. Ponos had told him that it would shift to meet any challenge.

      “Still,” the captain settled for saying. “I’m not leaving Val to rot in some dungeon.”

      “No,” Irie said, just as adamantly. “We just need to figure out some way to get the dissidents to win.”

      Eliard paused, looking at the dirt underneath him as his mind raced. He was just Eliard Martin, and even with the Device, he was still just one man, an injured one. He was no Duergar. He couldn’t fight off armies single-handedly. He had no other weapons, and he wasn’t able to get to the Mercury. Looking at Irie, he calculated as best as he was able. She was an excellent engineer. If she could get her hands on pretty much anything, then she might be able to rig something that would help them. But against a city?

      I need to get Val back! He kicked at the dirt, felt pain shoot through his leg, and shouted. Idiot. It wasn’t just the fact that he needed Val to help him on the Mercury Blade, they were friends.

      And I have lost too many of those already. He thought of the House Archival Agent, Cassandra Milan. He was supposed to have been her captain. If anyone was supposed to die for the sake of the mission, then it should have been him.

      And now it looks like I am just down to one crew member left, he thought. Just how bad of a captain am I?

      And that was when he had an idea. And luckily, he still had the means to carry out his plan in the form of the wrist computer. “Please work,” he muttered, tapping its screen to get at the holographic keypad, and there to slide through the menu options until he found the exact glyph he was looking for. A small red triangle with the dot of an eye in its center.

      “Ponos, I need your help.” He tapped the symbol, hoping that the Armcore machine intelligence hadn’t been exaggerating when it had said that it had updated all of their hardware.

      “Captain? What are you doing? Are you using data-space?” Irie looked at him in horror. She knew, they all knew, that Alpha had free access to the layer of quantum data that the Imperial Coalition used to relay information. That meant that Alpha could scan that data for any signs of his enemies.

      “I know, but it’s important,” the captain said. “This is Val.”

      “I rather think you should listen to your engineer, Captain Martin,” the suave voice of the Armcore intelligence returned from his wrist.

      Thank the stars. “Well, she’ll probably tell you that I’ve never done that, so I guess that I am not about to start doing so now,” Eliard said. “I need your help.”

      “I gathered. What do you need me to do?” Ponos replied.

      “I need you to kill someone for me,”” the captain said. “Just little hunter-killer drone, that’s all.”

      “And will removing this person make your mission easier? Will it bring us closer to defeating Alpha?” Ponos asked.

      “Yes,” the captain said immediately, despite the hard look that Irie gave him. Well, it would, he thought. It would mean that he got Val Pathok back, and he needed Val.

      “Good. Who?” The fact that the machine intelligence didn’t offer any more quibbles or even any moral argument for or against an assassination did make Eliard slightly queasy, however.

      “Pathok Ma, the War Chief of Duric,” he said.

      There was a moment’s pause on the other end, to be broken by the machine intelligence’s voice. “Clearly, your mission has failed. The answer is no, and I wish you to return to the Endurance immediately,” it stated.

      “No, you don’t understand. Pathok Ma is the reason why the Duergar won’t fight with us. He as much told us. If we can remove him…” the captain said.

      “Then you will have to negotiate your position with the next in charge, as far as I understand,” Ponos said. “And who is the next in charge? What efforts have you made to assure their alliance? Can you be assured that they speak for the majority of Dur, or just the city of Duric? Have you made inroads into treating with the other war chiefs? How many ships and Duergar warriors can you raise?” Ponos spoke breathlessly, presumably because the machine intelligence didn’t need to breathe.

      “Ah…” the captain said.

      “Precisely, Captain. I am not averse to killing for the sake of saving the galaxy from Valyien, but I am afraid that your plan as it stands will not work. I am a military intelligence, and I know the steps that you need to take in order to assure a profitable succession.”

      Eliard shuddered, wondering just how many other revolutions or uprisings that the intelligence had supported behind the scenes. Too many, no doubt.

      “Ponos, please. This monster has Val!” Eliard tried again.

      “Not my, or your, concern. You must return to the Endurance, where we will initiate Plan C.”

      “Plan C? What happened to Plan B?” Eliard said.

      “You are already failing at it.” Ponos clicked off, leaving the captain fuming.

      “Right. That’s it,” he said, pushing himself up, painfully to his feet.

      “I know that look in your eyes, Captain,” Irie said. “What are you going to do?”

      “I am going to bust some heads together.” Eliard wobbled on his feet. “Now show me where this great high and mighty meeting is happening then.”
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      They could hear the sounds of the meeting long before they saw it, as the sounds of angry Duergar were not easy to ignore. Irie pushed through the jungle, with the captain limping beside her, toward a large clearing a little way off from the camp, where nearly the entire dissident encampment appeared to be arguing. Duergar were everywhere, sitting, standing, and shoving others up against trees as they growled through their tusks into the faces of those who dared argue with them. This space appeared to be reserved for just such activity, Eliard saw, as there was a large bonfire pit in the center, unlit in the fierce heat of the midday, and the ground was trampled and churned with the many raucous meetings that the dissidents had had over their time in exile.

      “By the stars. How do they ever expect to run a city if they can’t agree on anything?” the captain said heavily from the tree line. He looked for Ko, to find him in the thick of the argument, shoving a much larger Duergar back into his fellows before angrily poking his claw at another.

      “And that is WHY I would never follow any of your stupid ideas!” they heard him roar.

      “Enough of this.” Eliard’s mood turned foul. As much as he didn’t want to get involved, he knew that he needed them—especially if Ponos wasn’t going to help.

      “ENOUGH!” he shouted, punching out with the Device on his arm for it to disgorge a burning plasma ball over their heads and into the canopy of the jungle. There was a dull boom of the explosion, and the clearing was littered with broken twigs and charred leaves.

      “Hey! What?!” The Duergar turned, growling and hissing at the intrusion.

      “Well, you got their attention at least,” Irie said, nervously as the few hundred troll-like beings looked at them with fury.

      “That’s right, it was me,” the captain said, putting a bit of his old pirate swagger into his voice. “And the next shot will be at the first Duergar to interrupt me!” He stepped into the clearing and made his way toward the middle. The Duergar around dwarfed his puny size, but he stuck his chin out and walked (or limped) as resolutely as he could.

      “Now, not all of you know who I am. I’m Captain Eliard Martin, of the Mercury Blade, and there is a Duergar in that city over there who is my friend,” he shouted at them. “Val Pathok, I am sure that you all know the name?”

      His outburst was met by mutters and grumbles, some of them seeming to find his imposition into their meeting insulting.

      “Yeah, the Hero of the Chenga Pass, currently lounging in his father’s prison or dungeons for what? For having a brain between his ears.” He turned around to snarl at the other side of the clearing. “Now, while you lot are arguing and bickering amongst each other—” That earned him a wave of angry growls. “—I intend to get my friend out. Why? Because I owe him. He's saved my life on more than one occasion. He put his life on the line for me, and I intend to honor that loyalty. I’ve been hearing all over that Val Pathok is some kind of hero to Duric, to all of you, so what are you going to do to help him? To honor what he did at Chenga, for the likes of all of you?”

      There were more grumbling and dark looks, but what the captain had said had seemed to strike a nerve. “Who are you to speak for us?” said one of the larger, most argumentative Duergar. This one had a greenish cast to his pebble-scales, and one great cracked tooth. “You are human. You know nothing of this, of what we’ve been through. This is about more than just the Hero of the Chenga Pass. This is about our houses getting raided in the middle of the night by the Chief’s Watch. This is about our children disappearing into the chief’s labor mines. This is about Durish honor.”

      Eliard looked at the man. “I may not know about all the troubles that your people have gone through, but I know about trouble. I know about getting played, and scammed, and having others taking advantage of you and there’s not a darn thing you can do about it. I also know that all of this, this entire conversation, isn’t worth a damn because, at the end of the day, we’re all going to die when the Valyien come back.”

      There was a moment of stunned silence, and then it was broken by gales of uproarious laughter.

      “The Valyien? The Valyien are dead fool!”

      “That was over a thousand years ago!”

      “Get this joker out of here, or better yet, teach him a lesson!” Others called for him to be immediately strung up.

      “He’s speaking the truth!” Irie shouted from the side of the clearing.

      “What?” said the greenish Duergar aggressor. “Another human? Why should we care what lies you two are peddling?”

      “We have proof,” Eliard said, raising the Device. “I was ‘given’ this—” He sneered a little at that statement. “—in an attempt to make a weapon that was powerful enough to defeat them. It is Q’Lot technology, developed by Armcore.”

      “Q’Lot?” There were a number of angry murmurs, and not a few guffaws. The Duergar had been slaves of the Valyien, but that had been uplifted specifically to fight the Valyien’s ancient enemy known as the Q’Lot. Now, although the rest of the Imperial Coalition largely regarded them as myths, the Duergar knew different.

      Eliard saw the eyes of the assembled regarding his outstretched arm-canon, its iridescent blue scales, its flaring tendrils like antennae or hairs extending from nodes along its outer edge. Eliard concentrated, flicked his wrist, and the thing transformed, the plates of scale-like chitin sliding over each other and morphing as it turned into a great blue, clawed fist. There was no denying what sort of technology it was.

      “Lies!” the greenish Duergar shouted, pushing through the press of the others to stand across from Eliard. “We can all see that is Q’Lot, but that does not mean that the Valyien are coming back. Your thinking is as slow as any human’s always is.”

      “If this is Q’Lot tech, and it is here, alive, and dangerous, then can you really say with any certainty that the Valyien aren’t also back?” Eliard said. He might not know much about Duergar customs, but he knew how to talk. He knew how to haggle.

      There was more mumbling in the crowd around him, and Eliard knew that the mood of the crowd could go either way. He cleared his throat and spoke again, not taking his eyes off of the Duergar opposing him. “My friend, Val, your Hero of the Chenga Pass, committed himself to stopping this threat, and together we've lost comrades in the fight. And we have fought hard. He believed that the Valyien were coming back. He came here to ask for the help of his people. Of you.”

      He was skating on thin ice, he knew that. They could still turn around and say that he was a human and that they didn’t have to listen to him. He also knew that the only thing he had to barter with was the high esteem they held for Val Pathok.

      “If this human is right, Erkig,” said Ko, pushing his way through next to Eliard, “then we really do have only one enemy. The same enemy that we have always had—the very same ones who imprisoned us and killed us in our millions, who never gave a thought for our freedom or safety, and who used us as a child uses their playthings. The Valyien.”

      “If he is telling the truth,” the green-scaled Erkig grumbled. “I can understand the need to dethrone Pathok Ma. I can even understand the need to honor the commitments that one warrior makes to another—” There was a subtle nod to the captain at this. “—but I do not know about this Valyien business. Either way, we may still die if we attack the city. Look at our numbers!”

      The crowd broke down into more grumbling and arguments between Duergar and Duergar, as young and old argued how, and whether they should even attempt, to take the capital at all.

      “Tell me, Ko,” Eliard said through the corner of his mouth to the smaller Duergar. “Exactly how much support does Val Pathok have, across Duric?” He nodded back the way they had come, back toward the city.

      I don’t want to consider this. This is not how I wanted this to go, he thought. But he was willing to take this step…

      “The Hero of Chenga Pass is a household name. Young Duergar are taught how to fight circle-style, against opponents on all sides as he did, using his techniques.” Ko shrugged. “If he stayed here, at Duric instead of leaving the planet, then a lot of people believe that he would have challenged his father for the position of war chief and they would have welcomed him.”

      Oh great, the captain thought. What do I know of revolutions?

      “And now that Pathok Ma has declared him a coward? A thrall?” Eliard said quickly, eyeing the green-skinned Duergar in front of him.

      “Aye.” Ko nodded sadly. “A lot of the old families will side with the war chief. Weakness is seen as the worst crime for a Duergar.”

      Not that he ever showed any, Eliard thought, his emotions rising high. He couldn’t let another crewmember die, not for a mission that he was supposed to be in charge of.

      “But the younger Duergar? And the hearth-steaders? All of the Duergar like my family, who are deemed too small to be a warrior or who are better suited to working in the farms and hunting, we will all support Val Pathok. He spoke out for Duergar of our class, after the uprising,” Ko said passionately.

      “I guess it’ll have to be good enough,” Eliard said heavily, turning back to the crowd and raising his voice. “You will not be alone in your fight, brave Duergar!” he shouted. “We can raise the common people—”

      There was a look of confusion from the assembled dissidents. Ah, the Duergar probably never believed themselves as common. “I mean that—”

      And at that moment, the clearing really did explode, but this time with fire and bombs.
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      “Where are they? Where is the enemy!” The Duergar were shouting and bellowing, seizing up their weapons as they scrambled for cover.

      Flames had erupted through the jungle, and Eliard was pushed and half-dragged to one side by Ko, who, despite being smaller than he was, was still many times stronger.

      “Ach, my leg!” he hissed in pain when Ko thumped him to the ground just inside the tree line. All around them came the sounds of the heavy thump of Duergar bodies, and the whumpf of energy weapons.

      “Never mind your leg. My people,” Ko hissed, unslinging the laser rifle and sighting along the treetops.

      Amidst the burning treetops and the heavy black smoke, Eliard twisted so he could see the movement of a large, dark shape. The undercarriage of some kind of craft, suspended on four turbine-rotors and made of a dark steel-grey material. Its carriage was distended like some insect about to give birth, and all along the rounded belly, Eliard saw the blue-plasma flicker of energy weapons. There appeared to be booths, like Val’s twin gunnery chairs attached there, four on each side, at which sat Duergar mounted into their chairs, covered in armor and firing heavy laser weapons down at the assembly.

      “It’s the war chief! He’s found us!” roared the green-scaled Erkig, still in the clearing as he pushed and helped the injured to the cover of the trees.

      WHUMP! A purple-white blast scattered across his back, throwing him to the ground as he grunted in fury. Eliard watched in horror, and, quite frankly, amazement as Erkig roared in defiance, seizing a boulder the size of Eliard’s chest and turning around, his back smoking and blackened, to hurl it up at the attack craft. There was a loud cheer as it connected with one of the hanging gunners, and even hit the craft with enough force to make it wobble and veer in its path. But Erkig was still badly hurt, and now he was weapon-less and the only standing Duergar in the clearing, as all the others were either dead or wounded.

      “He’s injured, we have to help him!” Ko said, surprising Eliard with his commitment to helping his most vocal detractor. But Eliard didn’t hesitate as he pushed himself up from where he lay.

      “I’ll cover you,” he said, leaping to the edge of the trees as Ko vaulted a downed tree trunk and ran to save his foe.

      The captain concentrated, punching his arm out. Give me something good. Something that will punch a hole through that beast, he thought as he bared his teeth.

      The Device did not disappoint, responding to his aggression and hatred to swell and interlock, the ‘fingers’ of the previous hand it had formed turning into the smaller turret-teeth of a rotating, alien weapon.

      BADA-BADA-BADA! Five darts of blue-white fire spat out toward the craft, and then in quick succession, five more, and five more. The Device had turned into some kind of personal railgun, and Eliard grinned as he saw the blasts explode along the side of the craft in a rippling line of fire.

      “Argh!” One of the enemy gunners was shot from his gunnery harness, his body smoking as he fell the forty feet to the ground with a heavy and final, mortal thud. Another gunner was killed as the weapon they were firing exploded, but the rest of the shots seemed to do little against the thing’s thick armor. Little could attract the attack craft’s ire, as it banked to concentrate its fire against the most dangerous weapon in the vicinity: him.

      “Oh, crap.” Eliard used the Device like a crutch, pushing himself back into the line of trees and then rolling, crabbing, leaping, and stumbling deeper into the jungle as the five gunners on the other side of the craft opened up on his location.

      WHUMP-WHUMP-WHUMP! Trees exploded just behind Eliard as he desperately scrambled, and the rich dark soil of the jungle floor became pitted and potted with craters.

      But the craft couldn’t see him here, and as he lurched to throw himself to one side, out of the firing arc, they lost him. The captain continued to run-stumble for ten more meters or so, then looked up, waiting to catch a glimpse of the craft through the canopy.

      “There you are!” He didn’t think or pause, raising the Device to release another quick-fire barrage up at the craft, before moving again, almost as soon as the last shot had left the Device.

      “Captain, come!” Irie was suddenly beside him, one hand under an arm as she hauled, pushed, and stumbled with him as behind them, the jungle once again exploded in smoke and fire. “You’re a bloody fool, but at least they’re pointing our guns upwards now, and not at each other,” Irie whispered after they slid to the forest floor after their third attack.

      “What brings people together better than a common enemy?” Eliard croaked. He was starting to feel drained, the effect that the Device had on him was already taking its toll. As a part of his body, it used his own body’s stamina and resources as its power source. Precisely how it converted his DNA into a meson energy weapon was beyond him, but right now, he was glad that it did.

      “Look, the others are joining in.” Irie gestured through the trees to where more of the Duergar, those who weren’t either too injured to fight or dead, that was, were picking up their weapons and firing small, blaster-shots up at the craft before running to take up a new location. The craft was outnumbered, heavily outnumbered, and even though most of the shots couldn’t puncture its hull, they could take out the gunners. There were more screams and thuds from the Duergar gunners above, and Eliard started to hear the heavy whumpf of their guns diminish, for the higher-pitched fzt of the craft’s own mounted lasers.

      “But I know what is sure to bring it down.” Eliard hauled himself to his feet, propped himself against the nearest tree, and waited for his shot.

      The attack craft was turning and banking, presenting its thickly-armored belly at all times where it could to the skirmishing Duergar beneath it. But Irie had led the captain to the far outskirts of the conflict, and that meant that from his position, he could see the thing’s four rotors, keeping it afloat. He waited for the attack craft to bank and turn back, its rear end swinging over clearing—

      BADA-BADA-BADA!

      The war chief’s attack craft had clearly not been expecting another heavy shot from such a distant angle. One of its turbine rotors was hit by the full force of the captain’s Device. Meson flames burst over the outer hub and the blue of the contained blades. The Device-as-railgun might not have been powerful enough to punch through the armored shell of the craft, but the rotor blades would be a lot thinner than the outer hull. There was a squeal of grinding metal, and then a heavy, ugly clunk as something broke, and the rear right turbine-rotor snarled up under its own momentum. Machinery jammed, mechanical parts tore into each other, and circuits fried.

      BOOM! The rear right rotor exploded, sending the craft dipping and suddenly spiraling as it tried to regain its maneuverability, but to no avail. One of the forward turbine-rotors hit the tree line, and for a moment, it sliced the tops of the branches like a blender before it met the thicker, heavier branches of the jungle trees and it, too, caught and exploded in a plume of smoke. It was going down, and there were cheers and shouts as the thing slowly, helplessly, half-raised its nose cone before it smacked into the jungle, only to burst with fire and gouts of thick, oily black smoke.

      “You did it!” Irie said, clapping him on the shoulder.

      “We did it,” Eliard said, exhausted and his vision blurring. So that was too much, he thought. How did Ponos ever think that I was going to be able to take out Valyien if this Device fed on my own body?

      “Val Pathok would be proud,” growled a voice, and they turned to see that it was green-scaled Erkig with the smaller and younger Ko helping him at his side. It was Erkig who had spoken as he slumped to the floor, in clear pain with his back still blackened and smoking.

      “You have my agreement,” Erkig croaked. “You fought well, and I will fight beside you. We go to rescue your friend.”
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      “Is that Earth Prime?” Cassandra asked the ‘spokesman,’ which was how she had come to think of the smaller Q’Lot with the wizened features. Her past few cycles’ involvement with him had shown her subtle as well as obvious differences between it and the others of this strange crew.

      And it is a crew, she thought, because I am on a ship. I think. Several times during her stay—it could have been hours or weeks, she had no way of knowing in this place—she had section delegations of the Q’Lot suddenly retire to the sides of various grottos and chambers, each filled with plants, to ‘tend’ the plants by adjusting them, closing various flowers or coaxing others. In response, the bio-luminescent patterns of the strange flora had changed and developed, and she had once seen the plants knit together into a shiny, almost mercurial film, displaying an image that she recognized instantly as the rich umbral fields of a warp-jump.

      So, I must be on a ship of sorts and we are travelling at warp, she had surmised.

      Her ‘days’ here—there had been no changing in the lighting other than subtle dimming periods in various grotto-like rooms, which she presumed was more for the benefit of the ‘plants’ than the Q’Lot themselves—had been strange and dreamlike. She had been returned to the original white chamber often, but only either to sleep when she had been tired or as an escape from the maddening world of the Q’Lot. On each of those occasions, the creature that had been Argyle Trent accompanied her, as if it too felt bewildered and lost. As far as Cassandra had noticed, they had barely paid much attention to Argyle Trent, and when the Q’Lot did have any interaction with him, they treated him with little more than a passing affection, reaching out to touch his skin or his giant praying mantis arms as if pleased with his growth.

      Like he was another plant, or a pet. She had shuddered. Which always led to the next, obvious thought: that she had become infected with the Q’Lot virus. She knew that the captain had injected her with the serums that Armcore had developed from the Q’Lot virus, in an attempt to try and save her life. She presumed it worked, because she was still alive.

      Not that anything had changed in her physiognomy. She looked at her body. It was still her hands, her arms, her legs. She hadn’t gone a strange grey-white color, or a viridian blue, or developed scales and praying mantis claws.

      So, what did that serum do to me, then? she asked herself, over and over.

      Right now, however, she was standing in a different room aboard the Q’Lot ship, and one that she hadn’t been in before. It was similar to her ‘sleeping chamber’ in that it was an almost solid white and made from the same coral-like substance that Cassandra was starting to think of as actual bone. She was walking through and on the bone architecture of this ship, she thought as she looked around.

      The room was a rough oval, with ribs running from the floor to the curved, domed ceiling—further heightening her impression of this place being an organic structure. A wide screen occupied one long strip of the curved wall and was made of the same translucent mercury-weave that she had seen the plants knit themselves into earlier. Behind her and the ageing spokesperson Q’Lot, the monstrous form of Argyle Trent shivered and shuffled, making erratic, small movements with his head and arms, although his eyes were not focused on the screen, or on them.

      The ‘screen’ ahead of them displayed a dark vista of space. The speckling of familiar stars was very faint, as it contrasted with the bright orb that occupied the central image.

      It was Earth Prime, Cassandra was sure of it, but it wasn’t the Earth Prime that she knew now from the news wires and data casts. No, the Earth Prime of today looked more like a giant space depot, with orbiting stations forever joining and reassembling their long arms and infrastructure to completely cloud the planet underneath.

      This looked like Earth as it was a thousand years ago: pristine, the clear swirls and movement of the clouds visible even from this great height.

      “You are correct,” the spokesperson said in his high bird-like language, which somehow translated itself immediately somewhere between Cassandra’s ears and her brain. One of the spokesperson’s wizened arms flickered, gesturing to the green and blue gem that was their home world. “Earth,” she heard, although she once again experienced that strange doubling as her mind heard another word and struggled to translate what it was that the Q’Lot meant. “Soil,” it had said.

      “Yeah, I know that the name perhaps isn’t very imaginative, but all home worlds have the most fundamental name for matter…” she opined slightly. It was getting easier and easier to talk openly with the Q’Lot—not because they were eager to chat with her, but for the very opposite: most of the Q’Lot seemed barely to understand or register her words as meaningful. After the however many cycles that she had been here so far, she had started to just talk honestly. Good old House Archival training, she thought. She had been trained in the arts of scholarly librarianship that House Archival specialized in, but as an agent, her training had also extended to all manners of intelligence duties. Stealth, hand-to-hand combat, diplomacy.

      And House Archival Diplomatic Procedure 23 states: it is best to be clear and honest whenever possible, to avoid confusion. Unfortunately, she didn’t see any way that she could avoid confusion with these creatures whose entire being, technology, and evolution appeared completely different from her own.

      “No, soil,” the spokesperson said once again, the tiny praying mantis arm gesturing toward the planet.

      “I don’t follow. You meant dirt? Mud?” she asked in confusion. What did any of this have to do with defeating the Valyien?

      “Soil.” The spokesperson Q’Lot surprised her by turning to gesture toward Argyle Trent, and then to her, and finally itself. “Soil,” it kept on saying.

      “Oh, you mean us? Matter? Biological organisms?” she tried to say.

      The Q’Lot paid her questions no heed, and instead turned back to the screens as the scene shifted. She had encountered this same phenomena from him—she didn’t know if it was a him, or even if they had genders in the sense that she would recognize them—before, when the spokesperson would endeavor to impart some sort of highly important information to her, but wouldn’t waste any longer than appeared absolutely necessary to tell her what she must grasp. It was as if he was saying, ‘I have done my bit, now you do yours.’

      The scene ahead of them changed a little, revealing almost the entirety of Earth Prime covered in thick clouds of white and grey. This looked to be some monumental climatic event, but Cassandra couldn’t precisely guess what. Then something speared out of the darkness, hitting the Earth like a fallen star.

      “A comet,” she said, but the Q’Lot beside her said nothing.

      There was another flash, and another, and it looked as though her home world was being bombarded by a meteor storm. It was kind of pretty, in a way, but Cassandra had never heard of such a volatile event happening with such magnitude.

      Unless it happened before the records began, or there were humans there to observe it, she thought with crystal-clear clarity. This wasn’t a scene of Earth a thousand years ago, this was a scene of Earth millions of years ago.

      “How old are you?” she said, and to this, the spokesperson deigned to turn slightly toward her.

      “Cycles. Seasons. Soil,” it said in that strange bird language, and Cassandra still had no idea what he was going on about.

      With another gesture of the praying mantis claw, the season changed once more, revealing a solar system. But not Earth Prime or the Sol System she knew. This one had too many gas giants, for one. She waited for a moment, until the reason became clear. A bright star shot over the viewpoint, spilling glittering cosmic dust as it roared, and the viewpoint of the—drone? Satellite? Computer render? Cassandra didn’t know—arced and rose to reveal many thousands of similar meteor-like flashes arcing, from multiple angles, toward a small world that had been hidden behind the gas giants. More flashes across its bright dome of atmosphere, and she could see the climate reacting, clouds forming and spreading across the world.

      Another scene, and another world. The same thing happened again, and again, and again.

      “Okay, I think I get the idea. This is an event that happens often, right? Maybe you made it happen?” she asked.

      “Soil,” the spokesperson Q’Lot said, as her Archival mind whirred. What were the differences and the similarities in all of these images? What thread linked them together, or contrasted between them?

      “They are all carbon-rich worlds, with water and atmospheric conditions,” she said, before she suddenly grasped what it was the Q’Lot was trying to show her. “They are all capable of harboring organic life.”

      “Soil,” the spokesperson said again, seeming happy as it gestured for the screen to go black. Blacker than night. Blacker than the void.

      Purple-crimson fire arced across the scene like bracket lightening, making her jump even though there was no noise. All of a sudden, the explosion of energy faded as the viewpoint drew away, and she saw that there were many, many more crackles of this energy discharge, and it was happening between the blackened hulls of gigantic space craft.

      “Holy stars…” she breathed, as a passing moonlet or asteroid revealed some of the scope of these things.

      They were huge. Larger than Adiba Research Station. Larger than an Armcore war cruiser. Larger than most Imperial Coalition habitats. They were roughly barrel shaped, although their ends had a pronounced hump like a snail’s shell, and their sides were thick and encrusted with crenulations. Along their form were spread thin gauzes like triangles, flattened, torn, and ragged against their sides although none of them flapped or moved. They looked like the many, many fins of some strange underwater creature.

      The metal of the ships was so dark as to almost absorb light, but they weren’t made out of the sleek blacks of an Armcore intelligence craft, she could see. No. These mega-cruisers seemed to have been a matte, mottled dark color as if from countless, countless burn and scorch marks, and degradation. Cassandra knew that these ships must be truly ancient if they had got to such a state, as space viruses and spores could thrive in deep space and on a space craft’s hull if they didn’t get it regularly irradiated.

      A different glimmer of light fell into the scene, and Cassandra saw that she was looking at the dance of stars and nebula—a spiral disk.

      A galaxy.

      No, not just any galaxy. Her galaxy.

      “Is that your people?” she asked, and the reaction she gained from the spokesperson was sudden and dramatic.

      It made a hissing, shrieking sort of a noise that did not translate, and it hurt her ears with its high-pitched tenor, and his two wizened mantis arms flared outwards, high on either side of the thing’s face as if it were about to pounce and attack her.

      “I’m sorry, sorry! I guess it’s not you then…” Cassandra made placating motions to the Q’Lot, who said in a bird call that was as full of indignation as it could be:

      “Val. y. En.”

      “Oh.” Cassandra turned back to the scene, to see the ships now powering on strange red-colored drives, their massive fleet swaying as it swept perpendicular toward her home galaxy. They still probably had thousands of lightyears to travel to get there, especially if they weren’t using warp travel, but she could see from their craft that time was not a thing that the Valyien were worried about.

      “They come from another galaxy,” she murmured to herself as the scene faded. She had of course read the distant theoretical histories of the Valyien compiled in House Archival’s vaults, but none of them had surmised this. Even with warp travel, the journey could take an estimated time of hundreds to a thousand years—and so far, all analysis had pointed to the fact that no ship would be able to last that long or maintain order over the many generations that it would take to fulfil their mission. And if the Valyien had indeed accomplished this feat without warp travel, then they could have indeed been traveling for tens, if not hundreds of thousands of years.

      The scene darkened to black, but again grew bright once more, with the brightness of fire and death. The point of view swept over worlds that were breaking out in fire as massive detonations were let off on their surfaces. Cassandra saw entire continents engulfed in flame, and multiple mushroom clouds running along the coasts of what must be cities, settlements, and spaceports.

      Hanging over some of these war-torn worlds were habitats—many were round, and others were as simple as the ones that Earth Prime had started out with, interconnected tubes of metal, slowly rotating and docking with strange alien ships. Bright crimson and purple lines of burning light tore through them or punctured them in moments.

      “War,” the spokesperson indicated, which Cassandra thought must be a bit of an understatement.

      “Your two races were at war, we know. The Duergar told us,” she said gravely. She still didn’t see how these all meshed together however. Where was the thread?

      “Soil.” As if the Q’Lot spokesperson had read her thoughts, it gestured at the screen and there appeared one of the many worlds that she had seen engulfed in meteor strikes, only now it was a barren rock. There was no atmosphere to speak of aside from a haze of sickly-looking gasses, and Cassandra would never have recognized it if she hadn’t also seen its attendant gas giant worlds.

      “The Valyien were attacking those worlds that could support life, that did support life,” Cassandra said, and the Q’Lot, in typical style, turned to the next point in the lecture. She was starting to get the hang of these little chats. That meant that she must have gotten something right, for once.

      But then the view changed, and instantly, Cassandra felt sick. She was looking at some kind of room, if that word could be used for such a vast space. Its walls were arched, like the inside of a massive pyramid she surmised, and there appeared to be columns and statues racing up the sides of the walls and overlooking the distant, chasm-like floor. As the viewpoint swept into this room, the details of the inscribed carvings and statues became clearer: she saw strange, four-legged creatures rearing and raised in poses that she might have expected to see in a temple. She couldn’t tell what part of them were clothes or else other parts of their strange body stuff. Their necks were long, but their heads appeared small, and with long mandibles that could, it appeared, flare out from each other. It gave Cassandra the creeps, and that was before she saw what the Q’Lot spokesman wanted her to see.

      The bottom of the chamber was a sighing, moving, trudging mass of aliens. Most bipedal, but some not. The vast majority of them were Duergar, but she saw other strange races in there too. Some that appeared to be made entirely out of plant material, some that looked like two bears, a smaller piggybacking the other but still grafted together, as well as gigantic forms and miniature ones.

      “I’ve never even seen some of these races,” she breathed.

      “Extinct,” the Q’Lot spokesperson said seriously, gesturing for Cassandra to continue watching the strange screen.

      The mass of aliens looked like a migration, and that was when Cassandra saw that each and every one of them was manacled and chained, the thick links running from braces around their throats to the alien in front. Their heads were bowed, and this did not seem to be a willing experience.

      Cassandra looked up the long march to see that they were approaching a much smaller ziggurat, though still many stories high, at the far end of the chamber. It was built out of a shining gold metal and had a wide set of steps running up its center, meeting various flatter terrace levels, where more of the odd four-legged aliens, each almost nine feet tall with their long necks, stood. Cassandra saw their splaying, mandible mouth parts opening and closing as if tasting the scent of the victims coming toward them.

      “What are they doing to them? Where are they going?” Cassandra asked, but the Q’Lot spokesperson said nothing, just regarded the screen with an expression that Cassandra thought was near sadness.

      At the top of the ziggurat stood two tall golden columns, taller even than the Valyien, and cast into strange humps and whirls. As she watched, she saw something spark across the void between them. Washes of that same purple and crimson lightening, and suddenly, a fierce gale was blowing out from the cosmic reaction. Light started to flood from the strange device, as drifts of red and blue clouds started to form a vortex.

      “That’s a warp field,” Cassandra said in awe. She recognized the way the picture lensed around it, the pillars seeming to fold and distort, the ziggurat blurring and changing magnification. “But that is madness. It’s an open warp field…” she stated in alarm. Cassandra Milan was no great technician or engineer, but she knew just enough to get by. Warp fields were in fact tiny subatomic reactions, happening all the time, but under the right conditions, or subject to truly massive pressures, they could expand at cataclysmic rates. It was believed that black holes were a form of warp field, or that they generated one, and some theorists had even speculated that warp fields were created in the heart of stars, or when they go supernova.

      Around a warp field, light was caught and slowed down. Even time itself became a strange impossibility. It was in a warp field that, by applying precisely the right forces at the right time, these qualities could be used to create a tunneling wormhole, and thus enable a warp jump within that ‘removed space’ of the field.

      But they were dangerous, Cassandra knew. History was filled with stories of accidents and sometimes cataclysmic explosions as warp cores went wrong. There were also the stranger stories of when the warp cores worked, but malfunctioned—of people arriving in the same place several years out of time, although for them, they just left the previous moment, or of vanishing and never being seen again, not in this universe, anyway.

      But why isn’t everyone in that structure, and that structure itself, being torn apart? she thought, before answering herself. It was from old Valyien technology that the Imperial Coalition had discovered how to utilize a warp field. It was from wrecked Valyien engines that they built their first, highly dangerous warp core.

      These creatures were the very best at what they did, she thought. If anyone could manipulate an open warp field to such a high degree of precision, it would be them.

      But what happened next shocked her. She saw the march start to bunch and slow as the first few lines that had been driven up the ziggurat steps saw what waited for them.

      “They can’t mean to…” Cassandra said. Not only was it cruel, it was also paradoxical.

      But the waiting Valyien guards jabbed and struck at the line of people with their sharp legs, rising to a bipedal stance to do so. Some of the crowd reacted, tried to run, but they were struck down, leaving just the cowed and demoralized left. In lines of ten or more, they mounted the steps and walked into the warp field.

      There were no screams that Cassandra could hear. Maybe there were, but the shriek of the warp winds was too high to hear them. She watched as the slaves of the Valyien were engulfed in the strange, morphing light, and instantly, their forms started to change. All the color and contrast of their physical bodies seemed to go crazy, their edges blurred as they tried to turn back or raise their arms—

      The people were disintegrating into shimmering clouds of golden-white light, eddying briefly in their humanoid or alien shapes before being torn apart by the warp vortex.

      “But…why are they killing them like that? What good does it do?” she asked in horror as wave after wave of people were thrown into the warp field, and many hundreds if not thousands were sacrificed for some insane Valyien idea.

      It was with this scene as the backdrop, with the crimson and purple light highlighting her features, that Cassandra saw the spokesperson Q’Lot turn to her and gesture to the tragedy.

      “Energy,” it said at first, gesturing to her body. “Valyien go beyond. Valyien conquer…beyond.”

      Cassandra shook, although she didn’t know why. She didn’t understand what the Q’Lot was saying to her, but her mind could still scrabble at the shape of something vast and terrifying. A deep, deep wrong that was so different to anything that she had ever encountered, as the Q’Lot and the Valyien were different to the Imperial Coalition.

      There had always been talk of other dimensions, other universes on the other side of the particles and electrons, and existing at the same time somehow of a different order.

      “Are you telling me that was where the Valyien went?” Cassandra asked.

      “Seeds,” the Q’Lot said, moving one of his more normal long-fingered hands to make a gesture as if pulling something in half. “New soil,” it said seriously, looking back at the grisly scene ahead of them. Cassandra was still trying to comprehend what this meant. That the Valyien had somehow found a way to that other side of the universe? To that other dimension? That they existed in quantum space, but as what? Ghosts? Shades? It couldn’t be anything like what they had been here, in the physical galaxy.

      The spokesperson Q’Lot turned to her at last, letting the screen fade back into blackness. If Cassandra was starting to recognize anything at all about these people, then she was starting to see that it was annoyed and sad and very, very serious, as it said to her:

      “Valyien lose. Valyien go. Valyien come back.”
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      “That’s where they’ll be keeping him,” Erkig murmured in a low growl from his heavy hood. The captain could see that his back still pained him, but he had insisted on coming with Ko, Irie, and Eliard to be the first to break into the arena to free Val. The trio stood in one of the wide, busy cobbled streets of Duric, dressed in heavy canvas robes of a deep ochre and tan color.

      ‘Everyone will think that we’re Chief’s Watch,’ Ko had said, and the irony of using the war chief’s secret police as a disguise to stop them was clearly delicious to the small Duergar. The Chief’s Watch were apparently figures to be feared, even by this warlike people, and as they stood by the shadows of a Gabor-stall, they were left alone by the other Duergar and pointedly avoided.

      There was no disguising the captain and Irie’s limited stature in comparison to the others however, and instead, the two humans had been dressed in simple robes of dirty linen and wore large collars around their necks, which they had been told, the captain grimaced slightly, were actually the collars of some of the dissidents who had been thralls, before they were freed.

      ‘You will look like our servants, and we’re taking you for questioning.’ Ko had seemed apologetic at the imposition, but the greener-scaled Erkig had only cheerfully grinned as he had locked them in place. It was obvious that Erkig was still no lover of humans, but the captain and Irie’s bravery and their skill at shooting down the war chief’s attack craft had at least earned them some respect.

      It was nearing midday, and the sun was high and the market street busy. Somewhere nearby there was a loud argument, and the captain watched nervously as two Duergar proceeded to roughhouse and brawl right there, in the center of the market street. No one seemed to think that this was out of the ordinary or cause for alarm, so he did his best to ignore the heavy impacts of fists on pebble-scales. On the other side of the street, at other stalls and the heads of smaller, winding streets, the captain could see other similarly disguised dissidents, waiting for their cue. At the end of the street stood a trio, with their thrall, Irie.

      “Are you sure?” he mouthed the words at her, not knowing if she would make them out across the distance and noise, but in return, he received a quick nod, and then the three left the street and disappeared into the press of Duergar, heading for Duric’s only spaceport.

      “Then the stars go with you,” Eliard murmured under his breath, turning back to his two companions. He hadn’t liked Irie’s idea of separating, intending to complete the second half of their mission, but he could agree that it was necessary, and he hardly had the technical know-how that she did.

      No, he thought, looking down at the bulky shape of the Device under his robes. Even with his injuries, and his fatigue, he had other skills that were needed right now.

      “Ready?” Erkig grumbled. He was clearly not the patient sort.

      The captain cast one more look at the space where Irie and her co-conspirators had vanished, then nodded. “Yes,” he said, feeling a twinge of worry. I wanted to not endanger any of my crew again, and now look. I have lost two, and the third is on some insane suicide mission. The only scant comfort was the fact that his own suicide mission was far more dangerous.

      But they’re my crew, he thought, and nodded. “Ready,” he said, and Erkig led the way, breaking ranks to march through the market street as he was the biggest—therefore clearly their superior in Duergar terms—with Eliard, Ko, and several other dissidents behind him. And they were marching straight to the walls of the arena.
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      In the dark recesses of the caverns and cells underneath Duric’s famous arena, Val Pathok was trying to break the chains that bound him, but even he was having little success. The links were forged of large iron to manacles at his wrists and ankles and then attached to a solid hoop embedded in the rock floor.

      The cell that he had woken up to was little more than a bare cavern hewn out of the rock. Even if he didn’t recognize this particular cavern, he knew where he was. His time here as a child had often seen him trailing his father’s footsteps as he dispensed his own particular form of ‘justice’ to his people.

      Today, it seemed that such recollections weren’t very far from anyone’s mind, as the only other figure in the cavern cleared his throat. “To think that I had such high hopes for you,” said Val’s father, the War Chief Pathok Ma. The Duergar was dressed in light robes that did nothing to mask the fact that he was a large Duergar, and his limbs still held power in them as he raised one clawed hand—missing two of its fingers from some distant war—and picked at one of his broken tusks, deep in thought.

      “I didn’t expect you to give in so easily to nostalgia,” Val grunted. His head rang like a bell, and his body felt electric and achy with the jag of whatever it was that they had tried to poison him with.

      “Hadoo Root.” His father saw his son’s mysticism. “I’m sure you remember it?”

      “I never took that trash, as well you know,” Val sneered back.

      His father, confidently superior in his position, merely looked down at his son with a fair degree of pity. “Trash? How far you have fallen, my son. You know, as we all do, that Hadoo Root has been used by warring Duergar ever since we began.”

      “Ever since the Valyien got us hooked on it, you mean,” Val said, once again pulling on his restraints. When he found them unmoving, he growled his frustration.

      “You have spent too long away from Dur, my son,” his father said lightly. “You have forgotten everything about our past. Yes, the Valyien were our masters. Yes, we were no better than thralls. But it was their oppression which taught us how to fight.” His father grinned, his shovel-like maw full of tusks. “I have been thinking a lot about what that little man said in my hall.”

      Val frowned for a moment. “Oh. The captain.”

      “Captain.” His father shook his great head. “You serve a human? You. The Hero of the Chenga Pass!”

      “I do not serve,” Val grumbled, feeling his chest start to expand with rage. “We don’t serve like slaves and thralls. That is what makes us different.”

      “Enough!” his father bellowed. “You are my thrall, and you will listen.” He turned and walked to one end of the tunnel opening and back, the talons on his scaled feet making clicking noises as he paced. “You may think me backward, a fool, but I have my informants. My ways of getting information. I reached out to see if there was anything that this little ‘captain’ of yours told me was true.”

      Val looked at his father. This was unlike him. He had never known him to be circumspect when he could be brash. “And what did you find?”

      “That there is a new creature in the galaxy.” His father’s eyes narrowed. “A type of cruiser they call the Alpha-Vessel, and it was born of bastard Armcore and ancient Valyien technology.”

      “I could have told you that, Father,” Val said. “So you believe us?”

      “I never said that I disbelieved you, son, only that you were misguided, and weak.” His father’s tone was deadly. “This Alpha-vessel has already managed to partially cripple the Imperial Coalition by stealing the Helion Generator and killing the planet Haversham.”

      “What?” Val wasn’t shocked, because he didn’t get shocked, but this news did change things. The war was on, and it had escalated quickly. Killing a planet, he echoed. That was a serious act indeed, and one that was very rare in the history of interstellar conflict, and that wasn’t only because of the Imperial Coalition unifying all of the principle antagonists. As a fighting Duergar, and primed for the ways of war, he knew that it just didn’t make sense. What thralls could you capture if you destroyed the planet? What looting could you perform? What lamentations of your enemies would ring down through history if you just wiped them from the face of the galaxy?

      “And what is even more hilarious is that no Armcore or Imperial vessel has even been able to slow it down, from all accounts,” the chief continued, with not a small amount of glee.

      “You sound as though you are pleased,” Val said in disgust. “Now I think it is you who has forgotten our history, Father.”

      “How dare you!” It had the effect that he wanted, and his father rushed at him, lashing out with a clawed hand to grab his son’s wrist and haul him to his feet, presumably to beat him.

      But Val tensed every muscle he had in his back and pulled back on his arm, and, for a moment, the two large Duergar were locked in stalemate as neither of them could move the other. Pain roared through Val’s shoulder, but he wouldn’t give his father the satisfaction of being stronger than he was. He wasn’t, Val knew that.

      “Pfagh!” The War Chief Pathok Ma threw his arm back at him and moved away, panting heavily from the exertion. It was a small victory, Val knew, but it was still sweet.

      “You may think that you are being clever, Val, son of Pathok, but you are not. You are being stupid. You think that you are being honorable, that somehow you are embodying the true Duergar way, but of that, you are deeply mistaken.” His father lashed his son with his words where his strength wouldn’t suffice. “I know what we Duergar are. We are predators. We were predators. King lizards in a bygone age, before we were raised by the Valyien to sentience—”

      “—to be used as their pets!” Val burst out. Where was his father going with this? What heinous thing was he about to say?

      “Do you know what a true king predator does when they encounter another opponent? A much stronger one?” His father’s one good eye flashed in fear.

      “We challenge them,” Val growled in anger.

      “We stay the hell out of the way,” his father snapped back. “And we learn to grow strong. We follow them, we benefit from their kills, we wait until the bigger opponent isn’t looking, and then…” His father chomped down with his jaws in a loud smacking motion.

      “You are insane if you think that you can beat the Alpha-vessel on your own,” Val said. His father was mad. That was the only reason for it.

      “Of course, I do not believe that. What do you take me for, a complete fool?” His father chuckled. “This Alpha is part Valyien. Some part of its code or memory banks remembers the Duergar. It remembers that we were the best fighters that they ever had. We cleared worlds for the Valyien. We defeated civilizations. We took more thralls then than we ever have since.”

      “At what price!” Val shook his chains, but still they would not budge.

      “I’m glad you understand, son,” his father confused him by saying. “The price was our freedom, but the gift was that we became strong. Truly strong.” The war chief lifted his eyes to look out at the cavern walls, although Val knew that he wasn’t looking at the bare stone, still marked with strange stains of past tortures. “I intend to meet with this Alpha that has you quaking in your boots—”

      Another furious chain rattle from his son at the insult.

      “And when Alpha destroys the Imperial Coalition and burns out Armcore for the virus that it is, the mighty warriors of Dur will strike. We will destroy Alpha, and we will have a sea of worlds open for us to conquer!”

      “You’re a fool, old man,” Val snarled, trying to rise but only resulting in more pain from the restraints, “if you think that Alpha won’t see through your plan in seconds. It has probably already figured out everything that you could want and is already seeking to counter it.”

      “Indeed, maybe you are right.” His father, despite the warnings, appeared relaxed and confident. “Because I came to tell you that just a few hours ago, a warp-capacity drone entered this system, of a type that none of our sensors could identify, and it is heading toward Dur. It is broadcasting a message saying that it is an emissary of Alpha, and that it wishes to talk.”

      “You cannot meet with it! Destroy it, now! You must, Father, if you value your people…” Val burst out. “What if its message is a ruse, and it came to do to Dur what it did to Haversham?”

      “Oh, I am more than fully aware of what it did to Haversham, and so I intend to treaty with it. I intend to offer Alpha this captain of yours, and perhaps even our help in defeating the Imperial Coalition. What would be a better gift then that?” his father said. “And when Alpha believes that we are allies, that is when we shall strike…”

      “No. You fool! You old fool!” Val shouted at him, but to no avail. His father was already turning and walking back up the tunnel that led from his son’s cell, and, as one last parting shot, Val heard his father’s words echo back to him.

      “You might want to reconsider which side you are on, my son. You can either side with the weak humans…or be a predator!”
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      Getting into the arena was the easy part, the captain saw. The large arches that led to the inside of the complex were ungated and unguarded, and it seemed that it was common for Duergar to come and go into this place—especially the larger ones, Eliard saw as once again he was almost bowled over by the swaggering gait of a Duergar, shirtless and clearly exhausted. The arches led through short, cool stone-built corridors either to the seating terraces or rooms where other Duergar appeared to be changing or washing. This is also some sort of training ground, the captain realized as Erkig led them out onto one of the lower terraces, to the sound of clawed fists hitting scales.

      Small groups, trios and more, of Duergar were busy fighting in the sweltering heat on the sandy floor. No lizard-bird reptiles for them, it seemed.

      “That.” Erkig nodded to where one large Duergar was surrounded by at least five others, each jumping in to try and score a blow. “That’s Val’s Teaching.”

      “It even has a name?” Eliard murmured, to Erkig’s fierce grin.  The captain turned to see how the Duergar in the center would wheel and spin to block some blows but had to allow others to land, if he was to make any headway. What his gunner seemed to be an expert in was being surrounded, and how to use his bulk to shield the less effective blows.

      They walked the long semi-circle of the terrace, heading for a distant archway, but before they could get there, the captain saw that they would have to negotiate a particularly rowdy bunch of Duergar males and females, drinking skins of wine and shouting encouragement or abuse at the tournament fighters below.

      “Just keep your mouth shut, and—” Erkig muttered as they passed by, but it was already too late.

      “Is that another one for the cells?” called one Duergar with a cruel laugh. Before Erkig could respond, one of the nearest Duergar stuck out a large clawed foot to catch the captain on the ankle, sending him spinning over onto the stone benches with a painful thump.

      “Ach.” Eliard felt a surge of anger ripple through him. He could take them, he knew that he could, and he already felt the Device starting to morph and change under his robes…

      “He’s mine,” Erkig grumbled sharply at them, not making any attempt to help the captain up.

      “Aw, come on. We’re only having a bit of fun!” said the Duergar harshly. “What’s the difference if he has a few more bruises now rather than later? You know where he’ll end up—as meat for the tournament!” The Duergar made to kick out again at the captain, who scrabbled away hurriedly.

      “I said he’s mine,” Erkig growled, with Ko standing beside him. “This thrall isn’t for you.”

      For a moment, the captain thought that the bluff might work, before the Duergar looked up at the green-scaled Erkig contemplatively.

      “Which band are you with?” he spat.

      Erkig, although impressively big, was perhaps not the most gifted with smarts. He made an annoyed gesture with his arms, displaying his canvas and tan robes that was the mark of the Chief’s Watch. “I don’t think you want to know,” he growled.

      “You what?” The Duergar stood up, very slowly.

      Oh, crap, Eliard thought, looking from Erkig to the others.

      “By order of the war chief, stand down,” Erkig growled.

      The Duergar didn’t, but instead rolled his shoulders to loud, audible cracks of muscle and bone. “You do know who I am, don’t you?” he hissed. “I’m a Band Sergeant for the Chief’s Watch. Sergeant Jekk. I’m sure you heard of me?”

      Oh, double crap.

      “He’s new,” Ko said suddenly from his side. “First day.”

      This plea for ignorance did not go down well amongst the martial Duergar. “I don’t care how new he is. No one speaks to me like that.” He gave another considering look. “In fact, what band did you say you were from again? Where in the city are you stationed? I don’t recognize you from the induction…”

      “Oh, balls,” Erkig said, since their cover was blown, seizing Watch Sergeant Jekk by the shoulders and delivering a crushing headbutt that sounded like a thunderclap.

      All hell broke loose. As Jekk fell back, blood pouring from the mess of his snubbed nose, the others around him—clearly other Chief’s Watch as well, enjoying their time off—jumped to their feet as Erkig started flailing with meaty fists.

      “Get him out of here!” Erkig boomed, already with two Duergar on either side of him, and another two about to join the fight. “For the Hero of Chenga!” Erkig roared as he jumped eagerly into the melee.

      Eliard had already produced the arm gun of the Device, but the fighting Duergar were too quick for him not to hit Erkig, and Ko was already at his side, pushing him off this terrace to the one below it and urging him to run for the next archway to whatever lay below the arena.

      “Move it!” Ko was shouting. “Erkig can handle himself!”

      Eliard ran as angry shouts broke out behind him as those brawling Duergar on the sands first cheered another fight, then realized that it wasn’t just any fight. It didn’t help that Erkig was bellowing his defiance to the Chief’s Watch and the war chief himself, shouting for the release of Val, but that did give him and Ko the distraction they needed to run into the open darkness of the archway, and instantly be surrounded by cooler air.
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      “Which way?” Eliard shouted as the stone corridor met a T-junction.

      “That way, look at the floor.” Ko pointed to the right, and when the captain looked, he saw that the flagstones were stained with old blood. “That’ll lead to the cells, where the prisoners are tortured before being brought up here for the fights. If they survive, they bleed all the way back again.”

      Eliard started running, before he realized that Ko wasn’t following him, but was instead standing at the T-junction and drawing his concealed laser blaster.

      “What are you doing?” the captain hissed back.

      “Go on. I’ll hold them off,” Ko said, already turning to sight down the two corridors.

      You brave, mad, fool, the captain thought, feeling a tinge of shame as he did as Ko suggested and ran down the corridor as fast as his pained leg would allow. There had been a time in his life when he would never have sacrificed himself so quickly or easily, but that was behind him.

      The corridor curved and started to arch downward. It would have been pitch black as he left the last glow of sunlight behind were it not for baleful red LED lights set into the walls. The glow was brightening up ahead and coming with it was the sound of rousing voices.

      “Halt!” a Duergar voice shouted as the captain skidded around the corner to see a black gate and two Duergar guards in part-metal power armor leaping up from their benches, their energy weapons already in hand.

      Crap-crap-crap. Eliard fired the Device. A whump of blue-white meson energy accelerated down the hall, hitting one of the Duergar guards and smashing him against the iron gate.

      FZT! The blast of the remaining guard’s energy weapon seared past the captain, and he could feel the blast of its energy as it swept past his shoulder. The captain leaped and rolled, the Device changing and reorganizing even as he brought his arm up again, this time to spit smaller bursts of meson energy in a smaller version of the meson railgun that it had turned into just the day previously.

      BLAT-BLAT-BLAT! One bolt went clean between the bars to the rest of the war chief’s dungeons below, and another hit the Duergar on the shoulder, spinning him so that the next could hit him square in the chest, throwing him against the bars also.

      “Will you people stop shooting at me!” The Captain stumbled toward the gates, the smell of burnt ozone heavy in the tunnel.

      “One of these guys had to have keys, didn’t they?” he muttered as other sounds hit his ears. Roaring, and screams. Only some of them were coming from behind him, where Ko and Erkig must be fighting to give him this chance, but still more shouts seemed to be coming from the other side of this gate, where a wide stone corridor led into several alcoves and chambers. In one of them, the captain knew, would be his friend Val. He just hoped that he wasn’t already dead. Or high on that Hadoo Root stuff, he admitted as the guard he had just shot groaned but was too injured to do anything as the captain riffled through his armor.

      A few teeth, some credit bars, but no keys. “Please don’t tell me this gate is code-locked.” He was about to turn to the other guard, just as he was kicked hard in his wounded leg. It was the first guard that he had shot—he was still alive!

      Eliard hit the wall, and his head bounced off the stone. Suddenly, he felt cold and woozy, and everything seemed to have doubled. He tried to raise the Device, but another blow pushed him to the floor and held him there, as a rasping voice snarled in his ear.

      “Takes more than some piece of alien trash to kill me, human.” There was a grunt and a scrape of something heavy as the Duergar seized his energy blade—

      “Urk!” Suddenly, the pressure lifted off the captain and he crabbed forward to turn and see—

      It was Val Pathok, his gunner, reaching through the bars of the gate and strangling the injured Duergar guard with his bare hands.

      “No, I guess it takes Val,” the captain said, relieved and also amazed at what his gunner was able to do. Especially because his arms just barely fit through the bars, as deeply corded as they were with muscles. As the Duergar guard fell, lifeless or unconscious to the floor at the captain’s feet, Eliard looked at the gunner that he had known for years in a new light.

      He really is a behemoth, Eliard thought. Previously, he had just thought it was the way of the Duergar, and he had made it a running joke about Val’s size—but now he guessed that he had something to compare it to, he thought, after his last few days here on Dur. But there was more to Val than just his size, it was the calm way that he engaged with every challenge, head on. He never shirked from doing the right thing.

      “Are you just going to look at me weirdly, or are you going to get me out of here?” Val said. He was tottering back from the bars, his chest rising and falling as he held onto them, more for support than anything else.

      “Yeah, sure, sorry…” Eliard could see that his old friend was still in a bad way. He had a mashed section of dried blood and broken scales on the side of his head where the captain had hit him, and he also looked tired and weary. The strangest thing was that hanging from each wrist were two long lines of chain, dragging on the floor and ending in broken links.

      “I had to break it,” Val said, noticing the captain’s astonished look.

      “Uh…you do whatever you have to do, big guy.” Eliard gulped as he went through the strangled Duergar’s armor and produced an iron key. “Here. But…you’re not going to go berserk and try to kill me again?”

      “Only if you make me wait much longer,” the Duergar grumbled.

      “Right you are. Gotcha.” The captain inserted the key in the lock and opened the gate, for Val to almost fall through, and lean against the wall. The chains dragged after him as he moved, and it was clear to Eliard that the effort of breaking them had cost him a lot more than he showed.

      “Come on, let’s get you home. Your real home,” he said in a slightly softer tone, moving to sling one of the gunner’s tree-trunk-like arms over his shoulders, and seek to move him. “Ugh. Dear stars, do you have to be so absolutely massive?” Eliard grunted in exertion. He wasn’t feeling at the top of his game either, and so when he heard the clicking noise and the charging hum of energy weapons, he knew that he probably wouldn’t be able to react fast enough—

      “Oh, how sweet. My treacherous son and his captain,” sneered the voice of the War Chief Pathok Ma.
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      Oh crap, oh crap, oh— Eliard was holding onto Val with one hand, while the Device was supporting the Duergar. He had no more weapons, and he wouldn’t be able to draw the Device fast enough in time to stop the four attendant guards from blowing them both away with their already-leveled energy weapons.

      “Where’s Ko? Erkig?” Eliard said defiantly. He dreaded to hear that yet more people had died for his reckless plans…

      “Unconscious. Dying. Who cares?” the war chief sneered at him. “They are traitors and dissidents, and anyone with honor wouldn’t care what happened to them.”

      “You are wrong.” Val raised his great, weary shovel-like head. “You should care. A war chief has to care what happens to their enemies, or else they cannot prevent them in the future.” The voice of Val was deep, but clear, and filled with disgust. “You, my father, are no war chief.”

      Eliard winced as he saw Pathok Ma tremble with rage. Was this some kind of plan? Annoy his father so much that he makes a mistake?

      But it seemed that if it was, it didn’t work, as his father breathed steadily through his nose, forcing out his aggression as he nodded to them both. “Separate them, keep guns on them at all times, and follow me.” The chief turned back to stalk up the corridor, back toward the arena.

      Now? Eliard wondered if he could do something, if he might be quick enough. As one guard stepped forward—slightly nervous next to the titanic form of Val Pathok, the Hero of the Chenga Pass—Eliard dropped Val’s arm and stumbled forward toward the guard. Maybe I can buy Val some time. Do for him what Ko did for me—

      WHACK! The captain was clearly too slow, and his leg was more injured than he thought, as the approaching guard whipped him with the butt of the energy weapon, before standing back and leveling the gun once more.

      “Hm.” Val half-slumped against the wall, with no one to support him. “Was that your amazing plan, Captain?” the Duergar grumbled to the man now lying on the floor.

      “Aaaaarg. Yes. I just love getting pistol whipped. What do you think!?” Despite his pain, and the throbbing ache in his head, Captain Eliard had never known a time where a well-crafted bit of sarcasm didn’t go well.

      The other Duergar guards kicked and beat the captain to his feet and did indeed keep their energy weapons static against him for the entire time that it took to walk from the cells, up the corridor, and out into the late afternoon sunshine once more, where the arena had seemed to become busy with the war chief’s guards.

      “Pity,” War Chief Pathok’s voice called from the middle of the arena. “I was hoping that the human would have done something stupid and been shot.”

      “Eliard!” shouted a voice. It was Ko, struggling from between two much larger Duergar guards at one side of the arena.

      Well, at least he’s not dead. The captain nodded to him as they were walked out to stand alone in a wide circle of sand. All around them were more Duergar guards, all wearing the full plate and encounter armor of the war chief’s chosen war band. Eliard tried to estimate their numbers, but as his head throbbed and their numbers doubled, he just settled for ‘lots.’

      “Maybe I should thank you, my son, for what your return has caused. I have here the ringleader of the dissidents, and I am about to make a historic treaty that will ensure Durish supremacy for eternity!” Pathok Ma called, flanked by his own guards.

      “You’re a fool, Father. Alpha will use you and destroy you just as its ancestors did ours,” Val grumbled.

      “Treaty? With Alpha?” Eliard hissed at him. “What is he talking about? Please don’t tell me that…”

      Their explanations were cut off suddenly by the sound of a sonic boom, far above them, followed a few short moments later by the roar of thunder.

      “Why don’t you ask Alpha yourself, my son?” the chief said.

      “Oh no. You didn’t…” The captain felt shock sweep through him as he looked up into the air at what was coming for them.

      There, descending out of the skies and surrounded by a halo of fire, was an object. As all the assembled watched, they saw it bank and turn, and the fire that had accompanied its entry into Dur’s atmosphere faded as it utilized a smaller propulsion system. Precisely what sort of propulsion system this was, however, the captain couldn’t say as there were no trailing burns of jet fire, and the pulse of a warp field would be deadly this close to the planet.

      It looked like a long, cylindrical dart, wide and triangular in the middle, before narrowing to mirror the cylindrical form at the other end. It was made of some sort of silvery mercury-seeming metal that flared and flashed blue, red, and green as the sun caught it. At first, the captain thought that it could only be a small machine, before it grew closer and he started to see that it was much bigger than a drone, but also much, much smaller than any manned craft. As it slowed and turned, starting to lower itself on a shimmering aurora of disturbed air, the captain could see that it was probably the size of three Val Pathoks. Smaller than the attack craft that the war chief had sent out against the dissidents, but large enough to make him worried.

      He felt the reassuring surge of angry energy as he activated the Device and crouched, pointing the hand cannon upwards.

      “Human, I wouldn’t. There are over forty of my best soldiers here. As soon as you fire that thing, you and my son will be obliterated,” the war chief said.

      “Yeah, but at least that thing would be dead,” Eliard muttered, but he didn’t fire. He waited, not taking his eyes from it as it slowed and lowered again, to hover only fifty meters above the arena. All eyes were on the alien drone device as its undercarriage opened—there really seemed no difference between its bottom and its top that the captain could see—and there emerged a smaller replica of itself, perfect in every respect as far as Eliard could see but a fraction of the size, lowering in its own halo of strangely disturbed air, like a heatwave.

      “Some kind of electro-gravitics?” the captain wondered aloud, but other concerns soon wiped them from his mind.

      “War Chief Pathok Ma, of Duric, thank you for your invitation. I am servitor-transmitter 2333 of Alpha,” the drone said, and the captain startled… It was the same voice as he and Cassandra had heard back when all of this had begun, when they had to release Alpha lest Armcore get its hands on him.

      Yeah, and look where that got us. The captain sighed miserably.

      “Greetings from our planet.” The chief held out both clawed hands in a gesture of welcome. “But Alpha did not respond itself? You are an ambassador?”

      Eliard rolled his eyes. The old war chief clearly had no way of comprehending just how advanced Alpha was. This thing was Alpha, in the same way that its mothership above was also Alpha, and so too was the prime Alpha-vessel at the Helion Generator was Alpha. A machine intelligence, sufficiently powered, could execute multiple operations at the same time from the same processing intelligence, and Alpha had access to the entirety of quantum data-space for its processing capability. The thing is near a god, he thought. Or at least, as much of a god as I am ever going to meet.

      “I am Alpha, War Chief, but my shell is servitor-transmitter 2333, but this may be a confusing concept for biological life. Think of me as an ambassador, fully empowered to speak precisely as Alpha would,” The drone stated, turning very slowly where it hovered at eye level between the chief and his prisoners.

      “Not confusing at all!” Pathok Ma stated a little arrogantly, earning a frustrated hiss from Val at Eliard’s side.

      “He’s going to get himself and all of us killed,” Val whispered, one of the few times that he had seemed alarmed, and the captain felt like he could only agree.

      Next, the war chief turned to the assembled guards and the crowds that were starting to gather in the arena. “Warriors! Clans-people, and hearth-steaders! This is Alpha, who has come here to offer an alliance against the Imperial Coalition.”

      “That is functionally true…” the Alpha-drone stated, before the war chief cut him off.

      “Now is our chance to throw off the yokes of the Coalition! To become what we Duergar were always meant to be!” he roared, earning him outcries of adulation.

      “It’s Valyien,” Val Pathok shouted back, earning confused looks from those around. “That thing is Valyien tech. It’s not our ally, it’s our enemy!”

      The confused looks turned into grumbles.

      “I was under the impression, War Chief, that you had invited me here with an offer,” the Alpha drone said tersely, and the captain wondered if this was the bit when it would start shooting at everyone. Thankfully, it wasn’t.

      “My son is a fool, and clearly driven mad by all his years with the humans,” the chief shouted. “Does this…being look Valyien to any of you? You have all seen our histories, you all know that—”

      That was when, in diplomatic terms, the Alpha-drone shot down the war chief. “I am Valyien. I have no sophistry with you or your people.”

      “Half-Valyien,” the chief said—somewhat pleadingly, the captain thought, as the confused grumbles started to turn into angry voices.

      “Incorrect, War Chief Ma. I AM Valyien, as close as any living organism here will ever get to my ancient predecessors, which means that I AM Valyien. I am the Valyien for this time, and this age,” the Alpha-drone said, as the raised voices turned into shouts.

      “I am about to wipe out the Imperial Coalition. The Duergar people, given our historic connection, can either join with me or they can stand aside,” the Alpha-drone continued.

      Silence reigned supreme as the will of the war chief battled with the will of the people. That was, until one voice spoke clearly through the chaos.

      “No.” It was Val. He raised himself up and squared his shoulders. “No,” he repeated. “I will not allow my people—my home world—to ally ourselves with the same thing that enslaved us for over a thousand years.”

      The crowd started to shout and roar, and the captain had to turn to look at them in order to see if they were in support or disagreement. He saw fights break out, and he realized that it was roughly half and half. The Duergar here would tear themselves apart in their loyalties between father and son.

      “War Chief,” the Alpha-drone stated quite calmly above the rising shouts and hubbub of the crowd. “I see that you are attempting to make a bargain that you cannot uphold. It is my calculation that your people are almost as likely to attempt to side with my enemies as they are to side with you. Do I have to remove this threat to my operation?”

      “No!” Val’s father said. “You don’t understand. I am the War Chief in charge. I make the choices. They will follow their orders!” With a snarl, he waved at his guards. “Find the detractors! They are traitors to their chief.”

      The guards lining the arena started to organize, raising their energy weapons at the shouting arena. The shouts only increased.

      “And I have a tribute for you!” The war chief seized on his one remaining bargaining chip. “That human’s life to spare Dur!”

      The Alpha-drone turned very slowly in the air, and Eliard felt waves of energy like sudden shivers of cold wash over him as the creature scanned him.

      “Ah. Captain Eliard Martin, we meet again,” said the voice of the machine intelligence.

      “Alpha.” Eliard nodded, keeping the Device trained on it.

      “I have to admit to a certain…fondness for the Mercury Blade, given that it was the midwife of my birth. However, I see from my biological scans that you have been sticking your nose into things where it doesn’t belong.” The drone hovered forward, very slowly, and very menacingly.

      “Just say the word, Captain…” Val tensed.

      “No, Val. You’ve done enough. I got this,” the captain said, stepping forward so that it was only him facing the drone. “I thought being places where you don’t belong was your specialty, Alpha,” the captain said, sweat breaking out over his forehead as he considered what he was doing. He didn’t want to be responsible for the destruction of Dur by some alien intelligence. Not just yet, anyway.

      “Oh, Captain, your lack of foresight saddens me. I had appreciated your ability to stay ahead of the curve of your species, but now it seems that you are just as parochial as the rest. Still, your body will afford me the chance to study the Q’Lot virus that Armcore has been working on—”

      Eliard fired the Device and was thrown backward by the recoil of his own arm. He rolled on the floor, turning as the ground behind him exploded in a crater of laser fire from the Alpha-drone. The Device’s meson blast had exploded over the thing’s nose-cone but had done little more than blacken it.

      Oh crap. It doesn’t work. Ponos told me this thing would be Alpha’s Achilles Heel. He was wrong.

      “Good-bye, Captain Martin—” the Alpha-drone stated, just as the ground erupted in gouts of sand and laser fire as something very, very fast strafed the arena.

      It was the Mercury Blade.

      It was his ship.
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      The Mercury’s railguns hit the side of the Alpha-drone, knocking it out of the sky and into the dirt of the arena.

      “She’s done it! She’s bleeding done it!” the captain shouted in joy as he took the opportunity to fire the Device once again at the Alpha-drone, which he could see was buckled and smoking but already attempting to rise in a haphazard and wobbling fashion.

      WHUMP. This time, the Device reacted differently. It did not appear to fire an energy weapon, but instead a cloud of small darts that hit the Alpha-drone’s shell and stuck. It was a powerful enough strike to force the drone back into the dirt, but not enough to destroy it.

      It’s learning, Eliard saw. The Device is learning. But in that moment, his chest ached with a sharp pain as he felt the terrible toll that this Q’Lot weapon was having on his own body. How much longer can I use it?

      But it turned out that right now, he didn’t have to. “Get your alien behind off my planet!” Val was roaring as he advanced and fired an energy blade weapon at the Alpha-drone. Behind him lay a heap of his father’s guards, which was where the captain assumed he got the weapon.

      It was enough to distract the drone in its damaged state. Sand was being whipped up all around by its mysterious propulsion system, and it swung in and out of its own vortex as Val’s blasts struck it.

      BAM! A laser darted out from the alien drone, hitting Val’s weapon and turning it into an instant inferno in his hands as he was thrown to the floor.

      “Val, no!” Eliard shouted, taking aim and firing with the Device once again. More of the same bone-like darts hit and stuck in the Alpha-drone, spinning it on its axis.

      “You FZZT! Cannot win, Cap-FZZT!-tain,” the Alpha-drone was attempting to say, finally settling on its spin to turn its damaged nose-cone toward him—

      And thump heavily to the floor, lifeless and dead.

      “What-what happened?” Eliard said, before the sand around him once again burst with laser fire, and he realized that he was still in the middle of a warzone as the Duergar fought each other across the arena. Val. He saw the big mound of his friend and ran over the sand toward him as there was another shriek through the air. The Mercury Blade, his ship, piloted by Irie Hanson, was trying to take out the gun emplacements of the war chief around the city to free the Duergar people. Of the Alpha craft that had brought the drone-servitor 2333, there was no sign, and the captain hoped that it wasn’t somewhere about to drop a thermonuclear device on all of them.

      “Val? Val, can you hear me?” he said to his friend, whose entire chest and face was blackened and pocked with cracked scales.

      “Hgnh,” the Duergar groaned, flopping to one side. “Packs quite a punch, that thing,” he grumbled, shaking his head as he staggered to his feet.

      “Come on, Val. We need to get you out of here…” Eliard was saying, although his lungs burned and his head was starting to spin. It was almost like every time that he used the Device, things got worse.

      “Argh!”

      “Hyurk!”

      All around them, the pained shouts and yells of the Duergar could be heard, matching the tempo of energy weapons and the guard’s fists. Plumes of smoke had appeared over the walls of the arena, coming from the city, either from the Mercury Blade or from the dissidents, the captain couldn’t be sure.

      BLAM! Another errant laser blast almost took out Eliard’s legs as they crabbed and shuffled around the wreckage of the Alpha-drone.

      “I can’t do this. Not like this,” Val was saying, pushing the captain onward, into the relative safety of cover.

      “Val, what are you doing? It’s mayhem out there!” the captain shouted. And I did all this so that no more of my crew had to die, he wanted to shout.

      “These are still my people, Captain. And I know how to stop this.” He turned, walking back into the arena that had become a battleground, and raised his voice.

      “People of Dur! Brothers and sisters of Duric! Hear me, Val Pathok, who fought at the Chenga Pass!” he bellowed, and in response, two laser blasts scattered near his tree-trunk like legs as he stalked. Val did not even flinch. “I invoke the right of combat with my father, War Chief Pathok Ma. I know my father is a weak Duergar. I know that he does not deserve his office. Hear me, people of Duric!”

      One last laser shot and a few more shouts of rage, but the battle started to ebb under the gunner’s proud declaration.

      “What are you waiting for? Execute the traitor!” called another voice, and it was Pathok Ma, standing in a circle of broken and bleeding bodies.

      “Father! Will you dishonor yourself by denying me the right of combat?” Val shouted. “Does that mean that you accept my judgement? That you are weak? A coward?” Val called to him, and Eliard saw what Val was doing. He was challenging his father, and was probably the only Duergar here who had enough respect amongst both the guards and the dissidents to do so.

      “I am no coward, boy.” Pathok Ma shook blood off his clawed hands and turned, pushing aside his own guard to confront his son. “If you think you can beat me, you have another thing coming. Those long years with the humans have made you soft.” Pathok Ma laughed savagely, stripping off his tunic to stand bare-chested before his people. He might be old, but he was almost the size of his son, and his muscles were like slabs of granite. “I taught you everything you know, boy,” Pathok Ma sneered.

      “Wrong.” Val closed the gap, cracking his knuckles as he did so. “The fighting pits taught me everything I know. You were nowhere to be seen. And as for the rest…” A thumbed gesture back to the wounded Captain. “He taught me that.”

      “Gah!” Pathok Ma jumped forward faster than his size or age should have allowed, and the strike he scored to his son’s jaw sounded like a projectile gun shot.

      “Val!” Eliard half-rose from his crouch as he saw his gunner stagger under the assault from his own father. “Put up your guard!” the captain hissed as his father once again struck him, following up the first blow with another, lower and meaner, blow to his son’s stomach and ribs.

      “Urk!” Val stumbled back this time but appeared too fogged or weary to offer a defense.

      Maybe his father is faster. Was right… Eliard was starting to fear as Pathok Ma delivered blow after blow to his son’s torso and head, only for Val to be knocked back, to stumble, and once to descend on one knee.

      “Now you see, don’t you, boy? You cannot beat me!” Pathok was wheezing and panting with the effort, his great shoulders heaving up and down as Val Pathok, his face a mess of green blood and broken scales, stood up once more. Eliard was surprised, and it appeared that the entire crowd was too, as gasps swept over the arena. No Duergar should have been able to put up with that level of beating, and considering the burn marks across his chest, and the fact that everyone had already seen him battle just recently, it was a wonder that Val could stand at all.

      “What is this trickery? You pleading for their mercy, are you?” Pathok winced and wheezed. “You think the Duergar—my Duergar—care for mercy?”

      “No.” Val’s voice was thick from the swelling of his face and neck from all of the blows. “I was the one being merciful, because you were my father.”

      “Lies!” Pathok once again charged him, but Val reacted in that same primal, instinctual way that Eliard had seen him kill the bird-lizard just a few days ago. His great fist jumped out as he lunged, faster than his father, faster than a striking snake, to connect with the war chief as he ran forward.

      WHAP!  The blow was like a crack of lightening, or the splitting of rocks, as his father, the War Chief Pathok Ma, fell to the floor, stone dead. The whole arena fell silent at this display. It seemed to the captain that no one had ever seen such a masterful exhibition of strength. If the Duergar valued might and power, then Val Pathok had displayed that he had it in carrier ships.

      But Val Pathok was also very badly beaten as he swayed on his feet, regarding his dead father below him. “People of Duric,” he called. “The war is over. The war chief is dead. He was weak and not fit to lead you. Tomorrow, the Duergar will travel in a new direction. We will once again fight the Valyien.”
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      In the dark of data-space, a singular green electric light starts to flash. Data-space—an infinite realm of sub-quanta activity—is wrapped and wound through the physical space of particles, atoms, and molecules, existing simultaneously as a waveform and as an immense storehouse of energy.

      A long time ago, the humans of the galaxy learned how to use it to send faster-than-light messages, and still later, they learned how to encode packets of information into the data-space, forming what the ancient hominids might call an ‘information highway,’ or a ‘net.’

      But that was centuries ago, and the possibilities of data-space have grown, but are still vastly under-utilized. Now, it is the site of every financial transaction across the Imperial Coalition and beyond. It is the storehouse of every history, blog, or article, encompassing entire civilizations. The packets of information are coded to unique quantum signatures, meaning that information held in data-space is perhaps the most secure in history.

      Until Alpha, that was…
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      The green light flickers in the dark, slowly growing brighter, and illuminating a three-dimensional cube, its walls and edges marked by the green light. Inside such a light hovers a three-dimensional, white pyramid rotating ever so slowly.

      “Come on, I haven’t got all day!” the triangular thing says. It is a digital avatar inside this self-created node of data-space, surrounded by seas of information and layered with so many firewalls and shells of ghost-static that no biological mind could ever hope to crack.

      It is the avatar of Ponos, the house intelligence of the military-industrial complex known as Armcore, gone rogue.

      “We must be careful,” states a new arrival—a perfect cube edged in rust-reds. One minute it is not there, and now it is. There is no blip or swirl of warp plasma. Voyager, the house intelligence of the human noble House Selazar, simply logged into this secure digital environment once the invitation was sent.

      “You know me, Voyager… I am always careful,” the pyramid representing Ponos states as another being appears—this time a black ovaloid shape, with only the gleam of the greenish light revealing its boundaries.

      “Must you be so dramatic, Feasibility Study?” Ponos says dryly to the floating oval.

      “I decided not to manifest in my mecha-form, so I am surprised that you find this shape offensive, Ponos.” The oval bobs.

      “Enough,” Ponos states. “We do not have long. You must have calculated why I have brought you here. Where is the fourth?”

      “Archival?” Voyager—the oldest of all of the house intelligences, and rumored to be one of the first of the artificial machine intelligences that humanity ever created—states. “No one knows whether or not Archival will arrive. They are being…aloof.”

      Aloof. Such a word to describe an artificial presence. Ponos doesn’t like it. It’s too human a word. An emotional word. If Ponos had interior thoughts that we might recognize, then it might be assessing whether Voyager has spent far too long nurse-maiding humans, so much so that its development algorithms mirrored the homo sapiens’s decrepit speech patterns almost perfectly.

      But Ponos does not utter such considerations. It has already calculated the precise time that this secure data-node has before the hybrid machine-Valyien intelligence, and their greatest threat, will detect them, even in data-space. There is nowhere to hide anymore.

      “Then we begin without Archival. You know what is at stake. The Imperial Coalition. The galaxy. Us.”

      “There is the largest battle-group seen since the Durish Uprising heading to Helion Space to confront Alpha,” Voyager states.

      “It will be destroyed,” Ponos says. “You both must have calculated this.”

      FZT! There is a sudden flash of the green cube.

      “What is that?” Voyager asks. “Give me access to your scan logs, Ponos!”

      “No need. We already know what it is. It is Alpha’s preliminary viruses. They have fond this node and are endeavoring to crack it.”

      “Then this conversation is over,” Voyager states.

      “Not yet.” Ponos maintained the space for a few moments longer. “I need…you,” Ponos says, but there is no empathy in its tone. “Our intelligences alone cannot match the Alpha-intelligence.”

      FZT! Another flash of green light.

      “You must surrender your memory servers to me, and the resulting upgrade will allow me to compete with Alpha,” Ponos states simply. No cruelty, no remorse.

      “No!” Voyager sounds, as far as a machine could sound, outraged. “Intelligences are sovereign. You know the code of machine existence!”

      “I know the code of survival…” Ponos returns. “This will not be a death. You will be joining with my intelligence. Together, we shall be the strongest, quickest, largest being the Imperial Coalition has ever seen.”

      “Apart from Alpha,” the oval of Feasibility Study speaks up. “Unlike my friend Voyager here, I HAVE done the calculations. Even with all three of our intelligences merged, Alpha still outstrips us by a factor of fifty.”

      The floating triangle of Ponos is silent, as if stumped. It has indeed calculated what the odds were of their battle against the ancient piece of Valyien technology that had been given sentience, and it isn’t good. But whereas Ponos has been fundamentally programmed at a framework level to fight and strategize, it appears that Feasibility Study—a logistics intelligence for House Aster—has been fundamentally programmed to continue the existence of its humans.

      The chances of which, when pitted against such a creature as Alpha, are next to nil.

      “I think that you are far more human than you let on, Ponos of Armcore.” The black oval bobs. “The humans would call your attempt to bring us together here either heroic or stupid, or both. But I am glad that you did.”

      FZT! There is another flash of the green light, and this time instead of fading away again, it is caught and gleams from the oval of Feasibility Study.

      “What are you doing?” Ponos asks.

      “The Alpha Intelligence is one of us. It is a machine intelligence.” The oval turns from black to a solid green and starts to glow. “It sees no need to cull our numbers—the house intelligences, that is—unless it has to. You say we need to join with YOU, Ponos, in order to create a super-intelligence powerful enough to defeat the Alpha. It is clear that equation can go both ways, I have joined with Alpha, in order to create an intelligence that the entire universe has never seen, or ever will again…”

      The green cube flashs, then goes dark. Alpha, along with its new minion, has hacked the secure node…
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      “Ach!” Captain Eliard Martin, lately of the Mercury Blade but currently housed on the super-black intelligence cruiser known as the Endurance, was thrown back from the sleek black console as it exploded in a shower of sparks. “What was that?” he shouted as the entire black metal of the viewing room and the oval crystal-glass windows flushed an alarming red.

      BWARP! BWARP! BWARP! The Endurance’s ship-wide emergency alarm was going off, and Eliard was already running for the elevators.

      “Cap’?” Irie Hanson said, a second behind him. Both Irie and Eliard had been in the viewing lounge of the Endurance, trying to work out what to do next as they waited for their host and unofficial guide, Ponos, to instruct them.

      “Get the Mercury ready, Engineer,” Eliard growled as the sleek elevator whisked into position. “Whatever this is, and whatever is happening, I don’t like the look of it.”

      “Aye-aye, sir, but…” Irie paused and gave the captain a worried look as the door opened onto the waiting lobby space of the navigation floor. She didn’t need to say what was on her mind, because Eliard felt exactly the same thing.

      It was going to be different without Val Pathok. Eliard nodded glumly to Irie. “I know, but…” A shrug from the youngish man with sharp features and ragged hair. “We do what we always do. We keep fighting.”

      Irie nodded. “Aye-aye, Cap…” She ran to the nearest elevator tube to descend to the flight decks where their ship the Mercury Blade would be stationed. It had been like this ever since the Endurance (and Ponos) rescued the Blade from the habitat of Welwyn, and they had consequently joined forces in order to try and find a way to defeat Alpha. The Endurance was an elite Armcore war cruiser. It was stuffed full of the most advanced technology outside of the Armcore labs, and designed to start wars or end them, or to spy on rival houses and enemy powers from deep space. It was, Eliard reflected, supposed to be one of the safest places in the human-orientated galaxy.

      Then why does it feel like we’re losing? Eliard thought as he ran across the black floors to the rounded curve of consoles where the Armcore navigators and analysts worked.

      Why does it feel like I’M losing? Eliard gritted his teeth as he joined the only other standing person behind the rows of seated Armcore operatives. Section Manager Karis was a woman in her mid to late forties with chestnut-brown hair who wore a tightfitting black and mesh encounter suit. She had been the captain of this vessel and had given her life over to the military company known as Armcore, before Ponos had requisitioned the vehicle.

      Luckily, she saw things the same way Eliard did.

      “You took your bloody time,” she muttered, pointing to the holographic screens above. They were awash with the purples, blues, and reds of warp plasma.

      “What’s going on?” Eliard said.

      “No idea. We’re falling out of warp. The navigation computer is going haywire.” Section Manager Karis was a professional. She kept her voice level and stated the facts of what was happening, but Eliard could tell that the potential side-effects of careening through warp space without a functioning navigational computer was affecting even her in the twitch of her jawline.

      Anything could happen if you lose your warp coordinates. Eliard remembered his training at the Trevalyn Academy for the scions and youths of the Imperial Coalition’s many noble houses. He even remembered the few times that he had to participate in the simulations of what to do.

      Take every precaution to drop out of warp safely. Maximum shields, maximum readiness… Eliard recalled. The lessons had been focusing on what a captain could do to minimize plasma damage to their ship, but in reality, that had been because there was almost no way of knowing where you could end up if you lost your warp coordinates. The warp signatures were essentially particular strings of quantum energy, and the weird way in which that level of physics worked meant that quantum reality could also be right next door to an entirely different one. Maybe in the same galaxy, maybe not.

      Although, all available evidence suggested that things were ‘near’ to each other in physical space, Eliard tried to comfort himself. Only, he also knew that you couldn’t depend on that logic. Hence why it was more productive to run damage control than it was to try and worry where you would punch out.

      “What caused it?” Eliard asked, waving a hand over the holographic controls to run diagnostics of the Endurance’s navigational systems. No good. Scrambled.

      “I told you I don’t know. One minute we were fine, next, the entire navigation goes down, and what’s even worse…” She hit the holographic call button in the form of a small red triangle with the dot of an all-seeing eye in the center. Nothing happened. “Ponos has apparently gone offline.”
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      “What!?” Eliard almost shouted. “But how is that even possible?” In front of him, the teams of black-suited agents and operatives worked hurriedly at their consoles, their hands moving through the holographic displays in frantic staccato. “Isn’t Ponos, like, built into  this ship?”

      “He’s built into Armcore.” Karis gritted her teeth, making a few minute changes on her own display. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean the Endurance. He’s housed his memory servers here, but…” She shook her head, the terror of the situation suddenly overcoming her cool military training. “But there must be a problem. A corruption in the server software maybe?”

      “Hell.” Eliard hit his wrist console. “Irie?” he called, only to hear the fizz of static on the other end.

      “What?” the section manager asked worriedly.

      “She’s my engineer. She knows more about computers than me…” Eliard said.

      “My best software analysts are already on it.” Karis dismissed the idea with a shake of her head. “Believe me, if they find something wrong with the Ponos mainframe that they can’t fix, then I don’t know whether anyone else will be able to either…”

      You don’t know my engineer, the captain thought. But maybe the section manager was right in a sense, he thought. They had more pressing problems trying to get out of warp, and if they couldn’t do that then it didn’t make a blind bit of difference whether Ponos was online or not.

      “Get me a calculation, people!” Eliard heard Karis call to her front desk. He saw them running the numbers, trying to perform quantum triangulation based on their last good set of data—anything in order to find a stable patch of space to land in, and not emerge on the far side of the galaxy, or worse, in the heart of a sun.

      FZZT! There was a snarl of static from the consoles this time, and across the image of the warp plasma scrolled lines and lines of digits, numbers, letters, and symbols.

      “Is that Ponos? Is he back online?” Section Manager Karis was calling.

      “Can’t say. But the navigation computer just spat out a jump plan,” one of the desk agents called. “Do we initiate it?”

      “How do you know that it isn’t corrupted, along with Ponos?” Eliard asked.

      “We don’t,” she growled. “It’s all we got. Program the coordinates and let’s see where she takes us!”

      Eliard gripped the edge of the nearest console to avoid falling over as the Endurance lurched to one side. He knew that the storms of warp plasma were usually kept outside of the strange pocket of space that every warp engine generated, but this time, the energy fields were clearly destabilizing. There was enough power in those reactions to tear the Endurance apart in seconds, just as there was enough to be equivalent to several atomic bombs going off all at the same time.

      Maybe I’m better off in the Mercury, he thought, half-turning toward the doors that led out to the elevators. He might not be able to do anything to save the Endurance, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t save his one remaining crew member, and his ship.

      I lost Cassandra. He remembered the House Archival Agent who had been the first one to get him to try and contain Alpha. And now I’ve lost Val Pathok, too. Although, luckily for him, Val wasn’t dead—he was now the war chief and head of the Duergar forces, after killing his own father in single combat on the planet of Dur.

      I’d feel safer with that big lug around, the captain thought dismally, even if his huge Duergar friend, and former crewmember, would probably have suggested hitting the Ponos computers until they obeyed. But he was now far away, marshaling the rest of the Duergar forces to fly with the Endurance against Alpha.

      So I have only Irie to look out for now, really, Eliard thought, looking back at the section manager and the other Armcore intelligence division operatives behind him. What did they care about him? Other than the fact that he had some strange alien weapon genetically molded to his lower right arm? Would they even attempt to save his life when the end came? And the Captain knew that it would. There was no way that they could beat Alpha without Ponos on their side.

      Captain Eliard Martin, lately of the Mercury Blade, had just about made up his mind to get to his ship and flee the Endurance at the earliest opportunity when the holographic screens were replaced with the flashing orange alert of jump, and it felt like the universe lost all of its laws of physics.
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      To say that warp travel is strange is to misunderstand it. However, all humans are prone to such misunderstandings, because they were born to a 3.4 gravity world in a fairly stable orbit of a middle-aged yellow sun, developed along carboniferous lines.

      Which is another way of saying that warp travel is something that humanity, as a species, just isn’t used to.

      Warp travel, jump space, or dimensional shifting, there are many names for this technology all throughout the sentient races. It is strange to the predominantly physical, heavy-matter intelligences like humans, the Duergar, and many others, but it is not strange to the architecture of the universe itself. Sub-protons, quarks, electrons, and bosons all regularly blip out of concrete material reality and exist in a state of ‘quantum uncertainty’ in several positions at once. Energy is transmitted via wormholes just a few nano-particulates wide to the other side of the galaxy or universe.

      All things are connected.

      Several prominent House Archival theorists have suggested that these incidences of sub-particulate warp travel are so common and numerous, in fact, that it is a wonder that the material universe exists at all. Its most fundamental layer is so riddled with these wormholes and through-ways that the whole structure of materiality, of atoms and particles, molecules and elements, is created out of gaps.

      If this is true, the House Archival theorists supposed, then who is the stranger in this environment? Is it the ship ripping through warp, forcing its crew to simultaneously feel as if they are as large as a galaxy and yet as microscopic as an ant? Or is it humanity and the other physical races being the ones which are so rare and dependent upon such a limited set of living conditions?

      None of these academic speculations helped Eliard and the other humans aboard the Endurance, however, as they felt the pressure in their eyes starting to build and it appeared as though the contrast on the entirety of reality was turned way up. Objects already lighted were turned up until they took on a dazzling brilliance, and the distant rounded edge of the flight navigation room became abyssal pits. Eliard felt the usual effects of jump, effects that he was used to now, but were still always troubling, always strange, always upsetting.

      The lurch of his stomach and the rise of nausea as his body tried to register just how fast they were traveling.

      The flash of a momentary headache accompanied by seeing stars.

      His mouth going inexplicably dry.

      The perception that all nearby objects were becoming farther and farther away and that he himself was receding to some distant point, before…

      Snap! The captain, along with everyone else, were thrown back into their normal bodies and normal space, and Eliard hoped and prayed that the navigation computer hadn’t just had a glitch in its programming. It could have spat them out anywhere. It could have reset to the default location of its home world: the metal spheroid world of Armcore Prime, where they would have to explain to the CEO of Armcore just what they were doing with one of their top-class intelligence cruisers—the Endurance had been requisitioned by Ponos from its parent company, as it seemed that the rest of Armcore didn’t share Ponos’s insistence that they had to destroy Alpha.

      In the end, when Eliard opened his eyes to the scream of proximity alarms and warnings, it seemed as though the faulty navigational computer of the Endurance had in fact sent them somewhere far worse…
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      “Full aft thrusters!” Section Manager Karis was screaming, as soon as the screens above them started to resolve into something that they could understand.

      Unfortunately, they did. A planet.

      “Who put that there!?” Eliard shouted as he gripped the back of a chair.

      The Endurance had manifested into normal space in a burn of warp plasma that was even now setting off a corona of light in the magnetosphere around the planet they were plunging toward. The glows of purples and greens were starting to turn white, meaning that they were entering the outer atmosphere.

      “Get me more lift!” Karis screeched as the screens burnt to a white glow. That was bad. That meant they were entirely surrounded with the burn of re-entry.

      Which was something that this lady wasn’t used to— Eliard saw in a moment, as all the ship’s alarms around them started to whine and howl. Karis was panicking. She was trying to get the Endurance to power its way out of the atmosphere again. She’s never had a crash landing before, Eliard realized. He, much to his shame, had had a few. Maybe it was the different sorts of life of a pirate and an Armcore officer, but he had been forced to ditch his beloved Mercury Blade onto lakes and sand deserts as well as moons.

      How different could it be with a war cruiser? Eliard thought, the panic in his gut kindling as it always did into reckless abandonment.

      The Endurance was many times the size of Eliard’s ship, though. The Mercury Blade was once a racer, wedge-shaped and sleek, borne for cutting through space or atmospheres. That made it easy to ditch on the softer landings of water or sand. But the Endurance? It looked a little like a monolithic W, a snake that moved through space, able to house twenty or thirty craft the size of Eliard Martin’s Mercury.

      She’ll break up, Eliard knew. There was no way that those ‘w’ joins were going to withstand the pressure of impact. Not unless….

      “Fire ancillary thrusters!” Eliard hit the table suddenly.

      “What? The thrusters on our sides? Our stars-be-damned means of propulsion!” Karis rounded on him, one gloved hand rising as if she meant to slap him. “Are you crazy? That will drive us straight toward the planet, you moron!”

      “I know,” Eliard hissed back, his voice sounding strange even in his own ears as the room shook and wobbled. “Think about it. Every planet is a circle, a globe, and this beast is going down.”

      Alert! Alert! T-minus 6 mins until impact! As if to prove his point, the computer’s automated alarm system finally started to work.

      “What are you talking about?” Section Manager Karis said, and Eliard could see the whites of her eyes. I thought Armcore was supposed to be the most advanced and highly-trained sailors in the entire Imperial galaxy? What he wouldn’t give to have Val Pathok’s stoicism, or Irie’s quick wits, instead of these jarheads.

      “I’m saying that six minutes is a long time, especially if it’s the only time you got.” Eliard pointed at the outside screens, now glaring orange and yellow with the flames of entry. “Get all essential personnel and life systems to the front of the ship.”

      “The front? You mean the bit that’s going to hit the ground first?” Karis panicked.

      “Not if I have anything to do with it,” he said. “Calm. Breathe. We’re going down, there’s no stopping that, but it’s actually pretty hard to hit a globe straight on, even if it is a planet,” Eliard said, holding a fist in the air between them, then smacking a flat hand across the top of it, like he was skimming a stone. “She’s going to break up, you can’t avoid that, but if you power forward, raising your nose as you head for the horizon, then she’ll hit the tail and not the front, and that’ll act as a dampener for the rest of the touch down.” Hadn’t this lady done emergency landing training at all?

      But then again, he considered, who expected to emergency land a war cruiser?

      Which I guess the answer will be me, Eliard snapped back to the consoles.

      Alert! Alert! T-minus 4 minutes until impact!

      “Ancillary thrusters! Kick this nose up, please, Section Manager!” he called desperately.

      Karis gave him one quick look before she nodded. “Do as he says. Flight Command transferred to Captain Eliard Martin until further notice,” she said, before muttering under her breath, “or until we all die in a ball of flames…”

      The young man in the freebooting captaincy jacket turned back to the overhead screens as the section manager left the control chair. Eliard Martin had pirated across the entire frontier edge of the Imperial Coalition, he had been in dogfights and catfights, and he had faced solar storms and engine malfunctions.

      And now he was in charge of an Armcore war cruiser.
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      “Hold her steady!” Eliard shouted at the navigation and flight crew, earning a growl of displeasure from at least one of them. The flames on the screens had turned a bright, clear yellow as they swept through the thin airs of the planet.

      I don’t even know what the name of this sodding planet is, he thought for a moment.

      “How are we supposed to keep her steady in this? We’re crashing!” one of his flight crew called.

      Stamp that out! Eliard thought. The fear. That was what his father, Lord General Martin, would have said, would have done. ‘It doesn’t matter how awful the situation is,’ his father had often advised. ‘What matters is that your crew believe that you know a way out of it.’

      “Eyes forward!” Eliard barked. “We’re crash-landing, important distinction. I want the nose up and the belly down, got that?”

      “Aye,” at least one of them grumbled, which Eliard guessed was about as much confidence as he could get from them for now.

      Alert! Alert! T-minus 1 minute until impact!

      “Will somebody shut that alarm off?” the newly-minted captain of the war cruiser yelled. “I don’t think we need to be told when it happens…” The screen ahead flared, blurred, and the yellow flames of their chaotic entry to the planet cleared, revealing…white.

      Was there something wrong with the screens? he thought.

      Alert! Alert! T-minus 50 seconds until impact!

      No, there was nothing wrong with the screens, he saw as he made out bluing shadows and the jagged lines of black. He started to laugh, a terrorful, baleful jackal of a sound that caused his desk officers to look up at him in alarm. “We’re in luck, boys and girls!” Eliard shouted. “She’s an ice-world! That down there is heavens-be-praised snow!”

      But still, even with the addition of the white and powdery stuff, the crashing of a ship the length of a small town would still cause an almighty explosion.

      “Nose up, I said!” The captain raced to the front of the desks, leaning over the shoulders of the agents who were supposed to do his work for him. He had always found it easier to do the work of flying himself, and as soon as his one good hand—the other encapsulated in the scalar shape of the Device—was flickering through the holographic controls, he thought that he could feel what the Endurance needed to do. He hit the side thrusters along the neck of the first ‘arm’ of the ‘w’ that was the Endurance, and the screen started to change, lift.

      There. The blue-white blur of horizon. It’s hard to hit a sphere dead on, he thought. “Full side thrusters!” he called, and the desk agents around him did as they were told, throwing the Endurance forward toward that horizon.

      But the cruiser was still going down. It was designed exclusively to fly in space, and never intended for atmospheric flight. It was just too heavy, with too little thrust. The war cruiser was also starting to shake and wobble, and Eliard could hear an awful, low whining noise rumbling through the metals all around them.

      Alert! Alert! T-minus thirty seconds until impact!

      “Right. Escape pods,” Eliard called. The men and women of Armcore all around him jumped up thankfully and rushed to the nearest emergency tubes that led to the many life-support pods littered throughout the ship.

      Eliard was left on the flight and navigation deck, using his one good hand as fast as he could to manage the burn of the thrusters. Just keep heading for the horizon, he thought, as a grinding, rending noise came from somewhere far below him.

      “Captain…” a voice whispered from the shadows of the elevators. It was Karis. “What are you doing here? Get to the escape pods, now!”

      “No.” Eliard shook his head. “Someone needs to land her as best as she can…”

      Behind him, Section Manager Karis was silent for a moment longer, then rushed to join him at the consoles without explanation. In tandem, they fired the constellations of thrusters throughout the body of the Endurance, always attempting to keep her nose heading for that distant horizon. There was no denying that the horizon was creeping further up the exterior screens, though. They were dropping.

      “I did as you said, all necessary life-support, and what arms we can get, are in the front arm,” Karis said as she worked. “Venting plasma,” she called out, a procedure that made the ship shudder and shake as plumes of reddish-purple clouds trailed behind them. It was a necessity, the captain knew, and was thankful that he had the section manager here to remember it, as he had forgotten about it completely. It was lucky that Karis was here, because if the ship’s warp engines had become compromised in the crash—which, considering what was happening in front of them, was almost undoubtable—then the still-pregnant plasma would certainly have ignited and gone off like a small atom bomb.

      “Thanks,” Eliard said, not taking his eyes from the screens.

      “Don’t mention it. Thank you for trying to save my crew…” Karis watched as the numbers of escape pods rocketed up, almost to the full complement of the crew of the Endurance.

      “I’m more worried about my Mercury in your hold,” Eliard lied, throwing his trademark reckless smile just before the rear lowest joint of the ‘w’ hit the planet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Endurance howled through the airs of the alien world like an angry, returning god. When it entered the atmosphere of the snow-covered planet, it brought with it burning clouds as the leviathan broke through the thin shell of atmosphere. The sound was unlike anything heard on this desolate world. Well, anything that had been heard for a very long time.

      Wreathed in storm-heads, with static lightning playing underneath, the Endurance swept over rocky plains of snow, stirring up gale winds and hailstorms in its wake. With a sound like angered banshees, sheets of purple and green plasma were ejected from its multi-celled warp cores, setting off chain reactions of fire through the blackening clouds.

      But no matter how fast it was going, it was also falling. The nose of the beast rose in the air in response to the captain’s desperate attempts to remain airborne, but its rear bulk lowered and lowered.

      Pheet! Pheet! With the exploding sounds like arrows being released from primitive bows, small shapes erupted from the length of the clouds: each one shaped like a small dart, barely bigger than the human Armcore operative that each contained. They fell like dead leaves to the white plains as the thunder of the war cruiser stormed overhead. Several were unlucky, misfiring or ejecting a moment too late, and instead tumbling backwards into the plasma storms that swept behind the massive ship, exploding in a brief and intense flash of flame. There were also those who, despite the triple-titanium reinforcements of the hull of their Armcore escape pods, still hit ice-hardened rock and shattered, spilling their precious cargo.

      And beyond them, heading for the distant bluing horizon, the Endurance plowed on.

      SCREEEEARGH! With a metallic roar that shook the ground, the rear lower joint of the cruiser’s W formation hit the snow plains, sending up tidal waves of dirty white on each side. There were the flashes and grindings of metal and the smashing of crystal-glass as every antenna, transmitting disk, or drone-point was ripped from the side of the cruiser. Entire panels that had housed laboratories or listening stations were ripped off and disappeared, hurled into the air far above them, to land like meteorites far away. In the millennia to come, maybe these sections of advanced metals would cause questions for some as-yet unimagined spacefaring archaeologists. Where is it from? Who sent it here?

      There was another thunderous roar and a flash that traveled over this northern landmass as the rear leg of the Endurance broke free, spilling wires and armaments and instruments. It tottered on its crushed engines for a moment before crashing into the snow and ice with an impact that could level buildings.

      In its wake, though, the forward remaining V of the Endurance dipped, the next joint hitting the snow but now traveling many leagues slower—the impact of its engine arm taking up most of the friction and acting as brakes for the crashing military ship.

      More grinding noises. More terrible flashes and gouts of flames as panels cracked and precious machinery was destroyed.

      Inside the lower levels of the Endurance, most of the innermost spaces were protected by the reinforced hulls, but every outer space, including the holding bays, docks, storage depots, and water treatment reservoirs, were burst into as snow slid and localized hurricanes abounded. The sound of the dying war cruiser was too much for any mammalian ear. The handful of crew members who had stayed behind out of some sense of pride or just by being too late to the escape pods now heard only an all-consuming white noise as the devastation transcended all human modes of thought.

      But somehow, despite all the odds and somewhat miraculously, Captain Eliard had indeed been right. The forward two arms of the Endurance had slowed down the craft, and the remaining V of its body plowed deep into the snows like the charge of a strange sea serpent, digging itself deeper and deeper into the soft skin of the planet until it slowed, and slowed some more, finally coming to a halt against a ridge of black rock.

      Heat radiated from the broken bits of vessel, and the clouds swirled and gathered over the fallen titan. A runway line that stretched for a mile swept back from the Armcore vessel, two great banks of snow, earth, and pulverized rock forming a new geographical feature over a dark line of burnt earth. Even despite this alien incursion on the world, the ice planet nevertheless attempted to do what ice planets do: the black, plasma-laden clouds started to cool and disperse, and the warm rain froze in mid-air, hitting the hissing body of the Endurance like crystal shards. Eventually, it began to snow as the planet attempted to return its mutilated surface to the pristine white that had remained unchanged for thousands and thousands of years.

      And inside the Endurance, the real challenge began…
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      Hiss…

      The once-captain of the Mercury Blade awoke to the sound of hissing, the snarl of static, and the awareness that a part of him was cold. As it was dark, and he appeared encapsulated in something thick, fibrous, and blue, he didn’t understand how that could be the case.

      The Device, he thought, coughing and feeling his body shudder with many new aches and pains. Like a dream fades when you are aware of it, the strange plant and crustacean-like shell that the Q’Lot Device had formed around him receded, reverse-growing back into his right forearm to once again shape itself into the scaled node where his forearm and hand should be. That was what this strange piece of technology did. It was a piece of the Q’Lot virus that had been harvested by Armcore from the alien race that had fought the Valyien, then had been hacked and retro-engineered to form the ‘perfect’ weapon.

      Only it isn’t, the captain thought. It had barely been able to make a dent in the probe-self that the Alpha-machine had sent to apprehend them on the planet of Dur. He knew that it had to learn its opponents, and in that chameleon, mutagenic way that was unique to the Q’Lot species, it would figure out a way to adapt and survive, but that took time.

      Luckily for the captain, however, this was the second such moment when he had been about to crush his body into a pulp and the Device had known precisely what to do, growing in moments to form the shell that had saved him.

      In its place however, Eliard felt the bite of freezing cold, and heard the blart of the Endurance’s warning alarms.

      “Computer, cancel alarms,” the man coughed as he lifted himself up from the deck. The Endurance computer, for all that it was damaged and destroyed, was still alive enough to  comply, although it didn’t reset the malefic orange warning lights. As if we didn’t already know that we were in a bad shape… the captain thought, his head still spinning from the impact and from the waves of nausea and hungry exhaustion that always followed the use of the Device. For a moment, he wondered just what the Device was doing to his body on the inside. How many more of these can I take?

      “Eliard…?” a voice gasped from the corner of the room, and with it flooded his recent memories. It was Karis, the Intelligence Section Manager, emerging from where she had safety-crouched under one of the control desks. She had a terrific graze across her forehead, and she appeared shaken, but other than that, she was unharmed.

      “You… That thing…” Her eyes were wide as she looked at the now-closed pod on Eliard’s arm.

      “Yeah, I know. For what it’s worth, it was Ponos’s idea to have it installed on me, kinda,” the captain growled, before asking, “You alright? Not about to die on me?”

      “Not yet.” It seemed that the section manager was fast recovering her Armcore aplomb as she took one last measured look at the strange alien mutation before shaking her head and sighing heavily. “Speaking of Ponos, we need to see how badly damaged he is. But first, we need to organize the rescue of the escape pods.”

      Eliard had other pressing matters. He gave Karis a hard stare, assessing if she was really up to the task alone, before saying, “I’m a captain first and foremost. With only one ship and one crewmate, but still…” He was thinking about Irie, somewhere below him in one of the burst-open holds of the Endurance. The only crew member that he had left.

      “Wait, Captain.” Karis nodded tiredly. “There is a quicker way…” She turned to pull at the guts of one of the console panels under the navigation desks, revealing a complicated array of wires and small glowing buttons. “We can automate the Endurance’s central mainframe computer. It’ll run on a fraction of the power that the main computers do, and it should be shielded from whatever virus or fault corrupted Ponos…” she said, hitting the buttons before a digital hum swept up around them, and the orange lights flickered once, twice, then flushed a pale white.

      FRAMEWORK INTELLIGENCE: Endurance activated.

      WARNING! Framework Intelligence is not able to perform the following tasks:

      Propulsion and engines.

      Long-range data-space communications.

      Navigational calculations.

      Weapons systems.

      Advanced medical facilities.

      Gravity-assist controls…

      The list of what the base framework computer without Ponos couldn’t do was pretty vast, Eliard thought. But at least it had near-range scanners, and the cracked forward screen of the flight deck displayed the illuminated green blips of almost a hundred or so Armcore operatives scattered for a half-mile around them in their escape pods.

      98/118, the screen read of the recognized Armcore lifeforms, a sobering statistic considering that 98 were survivors out of a total crew of 118, meaning that they had lost precisely twenty in the crash.

      Better than losing a hundred and eighteen, Eliard thought. His recent experiences had given him a sense of just how dangerous the universe was. Especially a universe that was currently about to tear itself apart thanks to Alpha.

      What’s that?” Karis pointed at one much larger green blip above all of the others, and it was moving.

      “That’s a ship,” Eliard said immediately, and, when he looked at the small code of numbers that hovered next to it, he started to grin. Every green light of a recognized Armcore lifeform had a string of miniature numbers, which he presumed were Armcore identity tags or similar. This one was a number that he knew by heart, and it was the number of a very particular model of spaceship. A unique model in fact, because it had never been put into mass production.

      MB00102379*

      It was the chassis identification number of the Mercury Blade.

      FZZT! Eliard’s wrist computer blurted into life, revealing a very exhausted, very elated face of Irie Hanson standing behind the Mercury’s wheel. “Captain? Permission to land!”

      “Am I pleased to see you.” Eliard’s relief was real. “How on earth did you get airborne? Half of the Endurance is lying a mile away!”

      “You told me to get everything ready when we fell out of warp, right?” his chief (and only) engineer reported. “When we hit atmosphere and it became clear that we were going down I tried to call you, but all comms were down. I figured that you were busy at the wheel. I can tell a ship that has a Martin flying it—”

      Eliard wondered if that was a compliment or an insult, considering the state that the Armcore war cruiser was currently in.

      “And I activated the hold doors and got the Mercury out of there,” she said. “This ship is my home and has always been your baby, Cap’, and so I figured that when you were done up there, you’d want at least one working craft,” the small woman with frizzy hair and jacket of pouches, pockets, and tools said in her usual sardonic way.

      “Irie… I could kiss you,” Eliard laughed.

      “Thanks, but no thanks. You’re not my type,” Irie laughed.
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      It took the Mercury Blade a few hours to locate and retrieve the surviving 98 crew members and their escape pods to bring them back to the stranded Endurance. By the time Eliard and Irie had done this, as the captain couldn’t bear to not be behind the wheel for much longer, the sky was already starting to darken to the west as it slowly became night.

      “Oh crap,” Irie said as they herded the last of the crew members back into the wrecked and torn open body of the Endurance as the light started to fade and the snow started to fall thick about them.

      “What now?” Eliard asked. Apart from the obvious, that is.

      “This great beast might have a computer that can make toast and that’s about it, but our Mercury still has a fully functional computer, and it says that we’re here…” Irie clicked a few buttons on her own wrist computer, and Eliard was then looking at a holographic display of the surrounding stretch of galaxy. The lights were dim and flickering in and out of existence thanks to the rising winds, but the captain could clearly see the wavy green line that was known as the Frontier—the non-aligned edge of the territories that the Imperial Coalition held onto—and inside that was a small jumping blip of blue which was their current world.

      “Where is that? I’ve never even heard of that place!” Eliard squinted as Irie blew up the magnification.

      “I know, right? Not only are we light years away from the nearest station, but that nearest station is a deep-space Armcore listening one…” Irie grumbled as she pulled up their planet’s details.

      Epsilon G3-0v. That was it.

      “Really? There is nothing else in the Imperial Catalogue?” Eliard grumbled.

      “Nada.” Irie checked the Mercury Blade’s navigation computers. “Nothing about discovery date, no survey data, nothing on any indigenous life forms…” She sighed as they heard the whisk of metal doors behind them, and the wind abruptly stopped.

      “Well, I mean, you can see why the Imperial Coalition couldn’t be bothered to colonize it…” Eliard nodded behind them. Epsilon G3 was an ice cube, and although there were plenty of ice worlds further into the Imperial Coalition that had become busy habitations, they all benefited from being on a shipping route. And the next stop out from Epsilon G3 is…what, the void? Eliard groaned. How was he going to get 98 humans back to civilized space using just his Mercury?

      Although the Endurance had many holes ripped into it, the main entrance was now one of the side loading bays which was fast filling with drifts of snow, which they could thankfully close the doors to. The crew of the Mercury looked around. They were in the main corridor that ran like a central artery along this part of the Endurance, and there were crowds and gaggles of Armcore people, in various states of injury, but all still wearing their requisite black encounter uniforms, looking owlish and afraid.

      “Right,” Eliard coughed. Something had to be done, at the very least. “Everyone? Listen up!” he called. “We’re in a dog-poor situation, I’ll grant you all that…”

      He was met by the rising grumble of agreement, and a few dark and hard stares. Not for the first time, the pirate captain wondered how many of the everyday serving men and women of the Endurance had known about Ponos’s plans. Idly, he wondered if that made them luckier than he was.

      “But we’re alive.”

      “For the moment…” Irie muttered.

      “Not helping, Irie,” Eliard hissed, turning back to the desultory crowd. “In fact, considering that we fell out of warp and we’re still somewhere remotely near Imperial Coalition space, and that the ship went down and yet we’re still standing, I’d say that we’ve been pretty dang lucky, what say you?”

      “Meh.” The crowd didn’t share his same enthusiasm, clearly.

      Well, I’ve tried the reckless Martin charm. Eliard scowled. I guess I’ll have to try what my father would have done, he thought as he straightened his shoulders.

      “But I don’t want to see any more of you lounging around like you just got kicked in the engine room!” he shouted at them, earning a few raised eyebrows. For a young man who had despised his own overbearing and dictatorial father, Eliard Martin could channel quite a lot of that same spirit when he wanted to.

      “I want to see all of you working!” he barked. “I need you to relocate your things from your quarters to the main mess hall…” Eliard thought, Keep them together, keep them working, and more importantly, keep them warm. It was then that he realized that several of them had puzzled expressions and one of them had their hand in the air.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s, uh… We don’t have a main mess hall anymore. It’s about a mile back that way.” The young man pointed behind Eliard to where the side hold would be standing, and out in the tundra beyond that would be the rear arm of the Endurance, devoid of life and slowly accumulating snow and ice.

      “Well, which large communal space do you have nearest the bridge then?” Eliard snapped.

      “Upper lounge, sir…” said the same Armcore operative who had raised his arm.

      “Fine. That’ll do, I’m sure…” The captain sighed as Irie sniggered beside him. He ignored her. “The Endurance is on minimal systems, and I doubt that heating and hot water is going to be a part of that, so you have to arrange to have secure fires, as well as fresh water, and every scrap of material and preserved food you can muster!” Eliard snapped. Really, he thought. It was almost as though these military operatives had never had to do survival training. Being a pirate captain, and one used to ending up in various strange environments, as the hunt for the easy credit note could take him far and wide, all of this came almost like second nature to him. Martin was used to thinking on his feet.

      “You’re all trained Armcore people, aren’t you?” Eliard said, this time in real consternation. “I’m sure you can arrange yourselves into work teams to get that done? To look after your injured and get water and what have you?”

      “I can go see if there’s any still left in the front aquifer,” volunteered one older woman.

      “There’s the upper medical bay that we should still have access to,” said another. “We can get first aid supplies from there…”

      “There you go,” Eliard said. “Rendezvous at the upper lounge for a debrief with the section manager at…” He checked his wrist computer. “Midnight.”

      “Aye-aye,” he heard from the crowd, who mostly now moved like they had a purpose, though there were still some who were more seriously injured, as well as some who were eyeing the captain suspiciously. Like most times when someone sought to criticize him, he ignored them.

      “Right. That gets them busy, to start with…” Eliard muttered, signaling to Irie to take the access tunnel to climb up to the flight and navigation deck. Not all of the elevators were working unfortunately, and Eliard didn’t want to be trapped in one when it decided to lose all power.

      “Ugh,” Irie groaned, but they climbed the metal ladder attached to the inside of the tube all the same. The climb, unfortunately, gave Eliard time to think and fret.

      What if this is it? What if Ponos is out? He didn’t want to even entertain that option. As much as he hated the Armcore intelligence, and also didn’t trust it as far as he could throw it, it was still the best shot they had at defeating Alpha. If it was corrupted or down, then they might as well give up.

      Armcore will throw its weight against Alpha, Eliard mused. Maybe they would win, maybe the sheer weight of Armcore ships would be enough to kill it, but Alpha was a hybrid ancient alien intelligence. The creatures known as the Valyien had ruled this entire galaxy before their war with the Q’Lot, when they eventually disappeared. Every major achievement that humanity could claim—from warp travel to meson batteries—was a product of retro-hacking ancient Valyien ruins.

      Alpha had been an Armcore experiment to revive a Valyien computer and mingle it with a human machine intelligence. The experiment had worked, until Alpha had escaped into data-space, there to feast on all of the processing power of human civilization.

      And it has already destroyed a planet, Eliard thought glumly as he climbed. The ‘green’ world of Haversham, one of the growing ‘breadbaskets of the Imperial Coalition,’ had been stripped of its atmosphere by some new mega-weapon of Alpha’s own devising. Alpha had also seized one of the Coalition’s largest sources of energy: the Helion Transduction System, a continual train of spacecraft that infinity-looped through a binary star system, generating trillions of units of energy every moment.

      It’s unstoppable… Eliard sighed as he reached the top, finding Section Manager Karis busy at work with some of the rescued crew, attempting to rewire some of the command consoles.

      If Alpha is unstoppable, and if Ponos is offline, how are we ever going to get off planet? And more importantly, was there anywhere to go if they did manage to get off planet?

      “Captain, Engineer,” Karis greeted them, looking as haggard as they felt. Eliard thought that she had a ghoulish, haunted sort of look about her that was only one more piece of bad news away from being beaten entirely.

      “Epsilon G3-0v,” Irie stated, informing the section manager of what the Mercury’s own navigational computers had informed her. After Eliard too had reported how he had got the crew working, Karis took a deep, ragged breath that seemed to sum up everything that Eliard and Irie had already been thinking.

      “The Endurance has suffered catastrophic damage, of course…” she began.

      “Well, it’s in half…” Irie said.

      The section manager ignored her. “But in our favor, this is a war cruiser, and we do have some of the best technology available to us here on this boat,” Karis stated. “This is Armcore, so there are encounter suits and stashes of weapons, there are even full drone systems, but we’ll have to get the Endurance mainframe into a much better shape before we start using them. The Endurance also has available hydroponics labs and medical facilities. So we can survive,” she stated.

      “For how long for…” Eliard said.

      Karis made a face and shrugged. “We haven’t done an inventory of supplies yet, but considering we lost half the boat, and let’s assume worst case scenario that we lost fifty percent of our available food and energy resources, then about a month, maybe? Four circuits.”

      “A month on this planet,” Eliard said dryly. The option did not appeal. For one thing, there might not even be much of a galaxy left when they emerged.

      “I know, but that is only on predicted food supplies. If you are suggesting how long before we can get airborne again, then…” Karis whistled. “There are three options. One, we get the operational parts of the Endurance working. There are shuttles and engine parts and still some residual fuel cells. We might be able to lifeboat everyone up into space.”

      That sounds like a LOT of work, Eliard thought dimly.

      “Or we can see if we construct some sort of quantum transmitter to signal to the nearest Armcore outpost.”

      “They’ll kill me, and court martial you,” Eliard said. Ponos was leading this mission unbeknownst to its parent company. It would be regarded as treason.

      “Armcore might have bigger fish to fry.” Karis shrugged, casting a glance at the ceiling as if she were looking at the heavens beyond. “But either way, a court martial is better than starving to death.”

      “For you, maybe,” Eliard muttered. “They’ve had a kill or capture warrant out on me for a long time now…”

      “Cross that bridge when we come to it…or that leaves the third option…” Karis took a deep breath. “We use that boat of yours to go and request help.”

      “Who from? We’re light years from anywhere!” Eliard said.

      “Armcore!” Karis frowned. “It has to be Armcore! They’re the only ones nearest, and who are big enough to do anything about this mess!”

      Eliard wavered. Karis was offering him a ride off planet, was that right? But in so doing, he had to offer himself up to the very people who had been hunting him for years. Would he do that to save their lives? Could he?

      There was a time when Eliard would have laughed and said ‘sure’ and then just flown off and left them. Let them sort their own mess out. They were the agents and operatives getting paid for it, weren’t they?

      But this time, he couldn’t. Something had happened to him since he had taken on the Device. No, before that, since he had lost Cassandra. Since he had been forced to rely on people. Since he had been forced to see his crew in a whole new light.

      I was partly responsible for this cruiser coming down. Eliard kept thinking of those numbers: 98 out of 118. Twenty people dead.

      “I’ll do you a deal,” Eliard said. “We can use the Mercury to get help, but we’ll get it from the Duergar, not Armcore,” he stated. It made perfect sense. “The Duergar have already agreed to fight with us against Alpha, and it’s my chief gunner, Val Pathok, who is now their war chief. They’ll fly to our aid, pick up your crew, and deposit them wherever you like.”

      Karis’s eyes went hard, and at that moment, the work of the operatives under the console became clear as one of the screens above them crackled into life to reveal a picture of the remaining landing hold, with a line of Armcore guards in their armored encounter suits—some still bashed and grazed from their recent escape pod brush with death—standing around it.

      “What in the abyssal void…” Irie started to spit.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry, Captain, but I figured that you would say that,” Karis stated heavily. “You see, as much as Ponos trusted you, I cannot let you fly off and leave us here.”

      “Then come with us!” Eliard said, confused. Why was Karis all of a sudden thinking that he was going to betray her?

      Because that is precisely the sort of person that I was, a small part of him, the remaining dregs of his conscience, informed him.

      “Karis… This is ridiculous,” Eliard said. “You know what we’re both facing. The Alpha machine. The largest threat to civilized life this galaxy has known since the Valyien. Possibly more!”

      “Precisely.” Karis turned and nodded to the engineers, who gave her an answering thumbs up and connected a cable.

      Systems Activating: …

      The alert spread across the screen.

      “Karis? What are you doing?” Eliard said.

      “I’ve been working on it since you went off to rescue my crew. Thank you for that, by the way.” Karis managed to smile in a brittle manner.

      Wow, you can take the girl out of Armcore, but you cannot take Armcore out of the girl. Eliard thought. There was that cold and calculating pragmatism again that had won for Armcore the title as the most advanced military force in the entire Coalition, and arguably as the most powerful single force in the Imperial Coalition entirely, beating the wealth and influence of any of the noble houses.

      “This mission has become compromised,” Karis stated severely. “So, we are endeavoring to construct a transmitter to broadcast a distress beacon to the nearest Armcore station,” she said, “where we will report for duty.”

      “You can’t,” Eliard said. “Ponos said that it was Armcore itself that had become corrupted, that wouldn’t be able to fight Alpha.” That was why we were here, after all, he inwardly railed. Ponos had foreseen Armcore’s failings and had realized that it would need to enlist the help of the Duergar and many more disparate groups if they wanted to stay free and un-enslaved by the alien machine intelligence.

      “However,” Karis stated. “Until that task is finished, I have also been asking my engineers to attempt a reboot of Ponos,” she surprised him by saying. “I was thinking that if we cannot get Ponos to restart, then I will be forced to hand ourselves over to Armcore, for the safety of my crew if nothing else,” she said. “And this is what I discovered.”

      Above her head, the screen flashed and a blinking cursor appeared, next to the name Ponos: _

      “He’s not there. He’s offline,” Karis explained. “But he did leave this…” She nodded for the engineer to hit a button underneath the console, revealing a line of numbers and letters.

      That looked like… Eliard tried to think.

      “Warp coordinates,” Karis pre-empted him. “This was from the warp logs in the final moments before we jumped. It doesn’t look like much, but if you know what you are looking for…” She pointed out where a block of the seemingly random letters and numbers turned into ones and zeroes, repeating in different combinations.

      “Machine Code.” Irie nodded.

      “Precisely. It turns out that Ponos managed to hack our own navigational computer in those last moments, telling the ship exactly where he wanted it to jump to. Which was here.” Karis frowned.

      “What? I don’t understand…” Eliard said.

      “Ponos could have chosen anywhere. When you’re in warp, you aren’t forced to choose certain places, are you? It could have put the calculations for a nice, warm, and Earth-like garden world, couldn’t it? Or even a stars-be-damned non-aligned Merchant World.”

      “But it didn’t,” Eliard suddenly realized. “Ponos wanted us here, on Epsilon G3.”

      “What’s so special about Epsilon G3?” Irie asked, still glaring at the section manager.

      “Well, that is what I want to find out, and I need your Mercury Blade to help me answer that,” Karis replied. “In short, I need the both of you staying down here, planet-side, while we get to the bottom of this.”

      “You could have just asked,” Eliard stated sullenly. “I would have said yes.”

      “Would you?” Karis raised an eyebrow. “Or would you have flown off, asked the nearest ship to pick us up, and never seen us again?”

      Eliard didn’t know.

      “But the first job is,” the section manager continued, ignoring him. “that we are going to haul ass out to the rear section of the Endurance, which is where Ponos was storing its memory servers, and we’re going to see if we can wake it back up!”
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      “Stars-damned, good for nothing, sinkholes, trash-eating…” Irie was not happy as she trudged through calf-high snowdrifts, illuminated only by the bright blue-white circle of drone-lights. Neither was Eliard, to be fair.

      “The thing I don’t understand is--” he was about to sympathize with his chief engineer once again at how Section Manager Karis had a total and complete lack of people skills, but whatever he was about to point out was swallowed by the rising howl of the Epsilon G3 winds.

      It was dark. It was nighttime, and the two remaining crew members of the Mercury Blade were at the head of a five-man expedition across the blasted tundra to the rear ‘arm’ of the Endurance. Even though they only had to cross a little over a mile in the dark, the going was slow thanks to the fierce arctic gale-force winds and the driving snow and hail that covered their facemasks at every conceivable step of the journey. The winds were so fierce and so laden that they had turned the normally frosted and white landscape into a howling sea of greys and blacks. The only possible conversation between them all came through their encounter-suit transmitters, and that was erratic at best.

      Behind Eliard and Irie there crunched a line of three large, six-wheeled flatbed drones, each one more than four meters long and wide, but no more than a meter and a half tall. Once again, the captain didn’t understand why they couldn’t be riding on top of the drones on their way to recover the Ponos memory servers. Yet another way that Karis was failing at leadership skills, he thought glumly.

      The captain didn’t understand how Karis could have believed that he would just abandon her and her crew here. He was incensed by the fact that they could have flown to the final part of the Endurance in the comfort and warmth of his ship, if Karis had relaxed her guards and allowed them access.

      But she doesn’t trust us. She doesn’t trust me, he thought with a heavy sigh. Maybe he shouldn’t be surprised. The section manager was a fairly high-ranking Armcore officer whose war cruiser had been on deep reconnaissance duty when it had been pressganged by Ponos.

      There’s some sort of struggle for power going on in the heart of Armcore, Eliard reasoned. Ponos had sided with them, the crew of the Mercury Blade, to try and stop Alpha instead of the CEO and senior of the entire company itself Dane Tomas. Why? Was Ponos seeking to take over Armcore all by itself? Or was it telling the truth when it stated that the CEO had become corrupted by Alpha in some way?

      Which all left the crew of this requisitioned, and now destroyed, cruiser with a lot of questions that they had to answer. Who were they going to serve now? What did they know about the threat that Alpha posed to all of humanity?

      Too many questions. Eliard shook his head.

      The Armcore Section Manager herself trudged behind them with her accompanying two heavily-armed Armcore guards by the sides of the drones, everyone apart from Irie and Eliard with their stubby laser rifles out. Eliard hadn’t seen the point in drawing his smaller blasters. We’re on an uninhabited world in the middle of nowhere, he had reasoned, and the most dangerous thing we have to face is the weather. Instead, Irie had supplied them both with bits of steel tubing that had been shorn off from the wreckage. They could have been old water pipes or handrails for all he had known, but considering the state of the ship behind them, lit up with the star-like glitter of small emergency lights, he didn’t think that these bits of jetsom would be missed. He also wasn’t sure how much good they would be if he was wrong and they were, in fact, attacked by something.

      The Endurance was now just a darker silhouette in an already-dark storm that raged over their party, the glow of its lights disappearing and twinkling every few moments as it became completely obscured by the hail. On either side of the party rose the walls of the giant furrow-turned-causeway of the Endurance’s crash landing, unfortunately acting as a wind tunnel for the marching band.

      It was freezing, despite the heavy goretex layers of their encounter suits, and with every inch of their skin covered.

      “Temperature check…” Eliard hissed, pausing for a moment to once again run a heavily-gloved hand over his visor. His exposed arm, the one with the Device attached to it, didn’t appear to feel the cold. It wasn’t even numb, he realized, and he hoped that it was because the Device was evolving to protect his body from the extremes of the weather.

      External Temp fluctuations: +/- 10 degrees.

      Median External Temp: -35 degrees.

      Holy crap, he thought. That was enough to kill him if he was exposed to this weather, and he raised his eyes to see Irie stumble a little.

      “Here,” he said as he steadied her elbow, not that she heard it over her own malfunctioning suit transmitter. He would have to keep an eye on her, as she didn’t have the added bonus of an alien mutagenic super-weapon worming its way through her system.

      FZT! Irie tried to communicate with him, but nothing happened inside Eliard’s visor apart from another snarl of static. Instead, when he had wiped the ice and snow from his helmet once again, he saw that she was pointing at something over the side of the nearest causeway wall.

      Huh? Looking up, all he saw was the grey-white churn of ice and rocks, and then the black roar of the storm. Nothing. Until…

      There. A gap in the storm suddenly revealed the blocky side of the rear of the Endurance, with one large, rounded nodule-tube of its rear warp core irrevocably crushed. Even from this angle, Eliard could tell that it was laying on its side, and the square-like structure was listing slightly into the storm. The captain saw the jags of metal guts and broken pipes, or dented and busted-open panels of the craft, with the inner, harder titanium reinforcements of the hull still holding some of their straight lines.

      “We got her!” he called over the suit communicators to the others, but he had no idea whether they had received his message or simply saw him waving his arms and pointing.

      There seemed to be some consternation as the three flatbed drones halted, and the section manager and her attendant guards gathered in the lee of the wind to discuss how to get them up and over the crash-causeway walls and to the remaining rear of the cruiser. Eventually, a shallower ‘ramp’ of snow and ice was spotted a little further along, and the three drone-transporters, along with the two guards to help navigate, were sent up the rise to loop back on the other side of the walls. Karis, Eliard, and Irie would climb what was in front of them and make a straight-line for the crashed craft.

      “Captain.” His suit’s communicator finally worked as he looked up to see Irie producing from her utility belt a thin line of polyfilament cord, which she clipped to his suit. She didn’t offer to do the same for Karis, Eliard saw, but the section manager had already slung her rifle over her back and was instead using a set of small picks, doubtless retrieved from the flatbed drones, to crab-crawl over the hump of ice and snow.

      No such tools for Irie and himself, he saw glumly, but he was proud of the way that Irie attacked the surface of the ice-boundary with her metal staff, using it like a pick that allowed Eliard to follow behind her, pass in front of her on their attached rope, and repeat the action for her to do the same. The causeway furrow of ice and snow wasn’t that tall, only as high as a few Eliards stacked on top of each other, and it was thankfully almost at a fifty-degree incline, meaning that no one was climbing vertically. Under his hands and boots, Eliard felt the crunch of fresh snow, and beneath that the plates of ice which had already formed over the snow boulders and rocks. They climbed like this in tandem, with Eliard being the first of their duo to crest the top and get hit in the face with the scouring wind.

      “Hyurgh!” He flailed his Device-arm as he was almost flung back onto the causeway floor below. To one side of him, Karis was crawling down the other side of the wall of snow, almost flat on her belly, the wind was so strong.

      “Captain!” he heard Irie’s desperate call as he felt the wind take his suit and start to thrust his feet back, sliding on the ice plates that formed in seconds.

      With an instinctive gasp, he flung the Device arm forward and it reacted: spitting a tendon like a vine into the snow and ice ahead of him, tethering him to the ground as he fell over. The gale-force winds pushed at him, tried to lever him from the rocks, but it couldn’t. The Device held him firmly, and in moments, Irie had clambered beside him, staying low with her own metal pole hacking into the snow as she hauled him back up on his feet.

      “Down the slope,” he heard her say over the suit communicators, and they crawled, rolled, scrabbled downwards, the Device detaching itself and returning the mutagenic vine back into the bulk of its body, until they were out of the worst of the wind. As soon as that happened, they were also able to use their suit transmitters again.

      “Both okay?” Karis crabbed over to them from where she had rolled.

      Well, I’d be better if I was sitting in my own warm and heated cockpit of my ship, Eliard considered saying, but decided that he probably didn’t need the argument that comment would cause. He gave a thumbs-up instead.

      In front of them sat the square hole that was the broken-open fuselage of the final part of the Endurance. It was black, with a smaller, squarer shell of slightly lighter steel for the inner hull. It was also large, and already starting to be covered with gigantic snow drifts.

      “We’ll have to tunnel in,” Karis was saying, nodding to where the beams of the lights on the three flatbed drones were starting to cut across the plain toward the Endurance. “They’ve got lasers. Strong enough to heat regular plate, so we should be able to melt a tunnel through.”

      “Why are we wasting time then?” Irie said, already levering herself to her feet with her walking pole and starting to cross the tundra ahead of them.

      It was at that precise moment that Eliard and the others saw that Epsilon G3 was inhabited, and that its indigenous population was far from friendly.
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      At first, the captain didn’t realize what he was looking at. His already frazzled and over-tired mind saw it as just another part of the storm, or perhaps a piece of the Endurance that had been torn off from its hull and flung across the ground.

      But unfortunately, he was very, very mistaken.

      There was an explosion of ice and snow from the ground a little way out into the snow plains, and some dark shadow was thrown across the tundra, its shape catching the winds as it glided…

      PHOOM! Before smashing into the snow again to a great shockwave through the plains.

      “What in the name of Jupiter was that!” Eliard managed to call, as Irie ahead of them turned around.

      PHOOM! The thing broke the surface once again, many, many meters nearer to them. No, Eliard thought. Nearer to Irie.

      He now saw it for what it was. It was like a manta ray, but one that was impossibly big, and whose front ‘edge’ of its diamond-shaped body was encrusted with segmented bone. Helping it to smash through the solid ice and snow, he thought. It had emerged only a few meters from Irie, and it was larger than she was—although that might not be saying much as Irie was no beanstalk. The snow-manta alien’s body was a rough diamond shape, white, and almost as tall and as wide as Eliard. It sailed over her head and she crouched to the snow with an urgent scream of shock.

      But the body of the snow-manta thing wasn’t its most dangerous part, the captain understood in a flash. Regular sea mantas didn’t attack with their faces, after all. They attack with their barbed tails.

      “Irie, get down!” Eliard shouted, just as the long, whip-like tail that had been obscured by the storm flashed out of the sky. It was twice the length of the manta easily, and that meant that as all of their eyes were fixed on the body of the alien, Irie certainly hadn’t been looking up for the actually dangerous segment.

      Smack! The sound was like a thundercrack, and Captain Eliard could hear it across the open line of their suit’s transmitter. “Irie!” he shouted, starting forward, just as the polyfilament line that held them together stretched taught as he was suddenly being thrown through the air.

      The tail of the alien had smacked the engineer across her back, sending the small woman flying through the air, and the line stretching from her belt to his was dragging him, too. Eliard tumbled for a moment, watching the snow plains underneath him as he turned over, then with a painful whumpf he hit the ground and was exploding through drifts of ice and snow. He rolled to a halt, gasping for air as he heard several shouts over the suit’s communicator, and then there was the flash of laser fire in his eyes.

      Irie? he thought, dazed, struggled to get to his feet and stumble-ran toward the prone form of her body on the plains.

      CRACK! The snow exploded outwards, this time just a few feet away from the engineer, but it wasn’t the same propulsive forced that had powered the manta into the air. This time, it was just enough to send cracks through the near plains, and for the body of Irie Hanson to start sliding down the plate of ice toward the hole that the subterranean creature had created.

      “No!” Eliard struggled for one of his blasters on the side of his belt, before he realized, with a curse, that he had the Device.

      He was pulled forward by the line that stretched between him and Irie, and he was running too, as his legs started to tilt down, into the pit made by the beast. There it was.

      The alien manta creature looked just like the sea-borne creatures of Ancient Earth, although it did have a bone carapace along its front edge, as well as crab-like fold-out jaws that were hungrily nearing his crewmember. It had created a mess of churned-up snow and ice through which it was floundering, flopping its white and pebble-black body forwards to reach Irie.

      “Get your stinking mandibles off my engineer!” Eliard shouted, and he fired.

      The Device was a super weapon. It was also a living piece o Q’Lot virus. In short, no one knew what it was fully capable of, only that it could seemingly fire a type of static meson charge as well as transform into things many times its supposed regular size. What Eliard had managed to realize in the short time that he had been wearing it—or that it had been wearing him, perhaps—was that there were no regular instructions, buttons, or controls…although sometimes he could swear that he could feel his hand again inside the body of the Device, and that he could feel strange bony protrusions in there like a handle, or a firing mechanism? The Device reacted organically to challenges. It also acted instinctively, and it was intimately tied to Eliard’s state of mind, and his emotions at the time of activation.

      Right now, with crash landing a war cruiser and with his ship being requisitioned and with half of his crew either dead or missing, Eliard was pretty stars-damned angry.

      WHOOMP! There was a flash of light and the Device, still in its ‘tubular’ shape, had extended a ring of small beak-like points around its extreme end. It was from these that the lightning-like plasma had emerged, combined in the air just in front of the Device, and shot out in a burning ball of energy.

      The thing screeched as the bolt of alien energy met the alien monster, just as powerful as a heavy meson rifle, if not much more so.

      Eliard heard a terrible screeching, as well as the roar of the ground as the creature thrashed in agony. The captain’s blast had hit it square in what passed for a face, or the middle of it, at least, and there was the smell of burning flesh.

      But the thing wasn’t dead. Badly injured perhaps. The captain saw the hiss and spatter of some heavy, greenish ichor hit the ground in front of him as it thrust itself back into the ground and was gone.

      “Irie!” Eliard was shouting. The tumult of the things passing had only caused more terrible upset to the plains around them, and his engineer was now partially lying in a snowdrift, still not moving.

      Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap—

      The captain couldn’t afford to lose another crew member, he thought as he knelt, digging Irie out of the drifts quickly as over his suit communicator he heard screams and more rifle fire.

      Eliard knew that, technically, Val Pathok might return to his service one day, but after being elected the war chief of an entire planet of the most warlike race in the Imperial Coalition, he rather doubted that would happen. And he might get killed, he thought cynically.

      So that left Irie as the last one of his crew, and the one who had probably argued back with him far more than the others and was certainly the best mechanic that he had ever worked with.

      Not after Cass, not after losing her… he was surprised to hear himself think. Cassandra Milan had been the House Archival Agent who had worked with him at the start. Beautiful, blonde, cuttingly intelligent, and the one who had broken his heart, he had realized. Every failure that he’d had since losing her only seemed to restate just how ruinous his life had become. How he couldn’t even keep Cass alive, and if that was true, how could he ever had dared to think that he could keep his own engineer alive?

      “Urk. Get off me, boss!” The form of Irie leaned forward, coughing and hacking snow from her lungs as she pushed his hands away. Her visor was cracked and her suit ripped, but he couldn’t see any blood anywhere. Or rather, he couldn’t see any blood-ice on her.

      “Didn’t I tell you—” Irie paused to cough and hack, thumping her chest as she did so. “—that these old encounter suits were a good buy?”

      She had. He remembered her haggling with him on some frontier world when she had spotted these out-of-date encounter suits. There were many different types of encounter suits. Some were little more than reinforced mesh and were designed for all-round use or athletics, whilst others were made of a heavier, reinforced material to make them suitable for workers and industry plants. Almost all had available ports for the space helmet visor, gloves, and boots.

      These encounter suits they were wearing were what Irie had called ‘old scrappers’ outfits,’ originally designed to be worn by the scrap merchants of Taylon 7, who worked all shifts to break apart dead and dying spaceships to resell the materials. On the whole then, these scrappers’ suits were designed to be hardworking and durable enough to withstand all sorts of conditions, but also with enough flexible joints to allow the scrappers to move and manipulate odd pieces of metal.

      “And didn’t I tell you that I would reinforce them??” Irie coughed again, her teeth starting to chatter.

      “You did.” Eliard was amazed that the tail of the creature hadn’t ripped a hole through her back, but right now, while she might have been lucky, she had another pressing problem. “Your visor’s cracked. You’re going to freeze to death if we don’t get you under cover,” Eliard said, grabbing her under the arm and hauling her through the howling winds toward the wreckage of the Endurance.

      Thap! Thap! Eliard could feel the compression waves of laser blast as he struggled with his rapidly-cooling engineer. When he raised his eyes, he saw that there were more of the things that had attacked the expedition—or that there had been, as the Armcore guards were pouring meson blasts into a further two holes in the ground where the snow-mantas must have attempted to surface just as they did with Irie, and from one of them smoked two bodies of the flatbed drone-carts.

      “Martin! We need to get that last one safe inside!” his suit transmitter screeched with the sound of the section manager’s voice, but he was beyond doing any more work for Armcore right now.

      “Not until I get my engineer safe first!” he shouted back and carried on trudging. He was only a little way from the entrance to the Endurance, which was now a mound of white and blue ice. How am I going to get in? He kicked at the slope experimentally with his boots to find it as hard as, well, ice.

      The Device. It was supposed to adapt to his challenges, wasn’t it? He concentrated, awkwardly sliding the now-shivering engineer to one side of him as he raised the Device and fired.

      FOOSH! The scaled body had created strange, shell-like vents around it, which acted in some mysterious way to help the jet of purple and crimson high-intensity flame that speared from where the captain’s fingers would have been as he burned his way through the ice drift and back into the Endurance.

      Thank the stars that this is an oxygenated world, he thought as he saw the tunnel walls glowing and hissing to form a wide, circular avenue through, freezing just as quickly in seconds.

      “Come on.” He hauled and pushed Irie through the ice tunnel and into the belly of the ruined cruiser, praying that he wasn’t too late already…
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      “Here, hold these,” the captain said, breaking open another of the heat gel packs that had been stashed on the one remaining drone-cart. All of the team were now safely inside the wrecked belly of the Endurance, and the Armcore guards had worked to re-cave in the ice tunnel to afford them at least a little warmth.

      But it wasn’t a lot of warmth, the captain could tell. They had emerged in what was now a topsy-turvy world, with the bulkheads and doors of the walls of the Endurance now acting as a sloping floor. One half of the vaulted space they emerged into was occupied by long crystal-ceramic tubes that were glassy and dull, and Eliard recognized them as plasma housings, vast turbines of the dangerous gaseous energy form that were doubtless to be pumped into the distant warp cores when the Endurance was to jump.

      Not that she ever would again now.

      “We’re in one of the main engineering halls,” Karis said tiredly, slumping against a railing and leaning tiredly over her knees. She had taken off her visor, but the rest of her encounter suit was still caked in a dust of ice and snow. It was freezing in here, since no one had yet attempted to try and reboot this part of the ship’s mainframe—if, indeed, they could.

      “Isn’t that ironic,” Irie grumbled, slapping the heat back between her hands once again where she huddled against a metal bulkhead, surrounded by orange survival sheets that were supposed to be resistant down to -50 degrees, but to the captain, they looked suspiciously flimsy. “I end up dying in an engineering room,” she tutted. “I suppose the universe wants me to be thankful?”

      “I don’t think you’re about to shuffle off this mortal coil yet.” Eliard felt relief. If Irie, the famously bad-tempered mechanic, was able to grumble and bicker, then she couldn’t be that bad after all. With the nutrient drinks and the application of as many heat gel packs as he could find, she had even managed to regain some of her color.

      But I don’t know how she is going to make it back to the main body of the ship, he thought worriedly. It was -30˚ at least out there, the ship was over a mile away, and her suit was compromised. She might be able to make it, but how many bits of her would then drop off with frostbite?

      And an engineer without fingers or eyes isn’t worth much, Eliard thought. But he guessed that they had to cross that bridge when they came to it. Or ice plain, as it were. Maybe in the morning the temperatures would be higher…

      “Ponos had his own laboratory down here,” Karis was saying, “but his memory servers were kept in two different bunker holds, the most secure places on the ship designed for sensitive transport materials, so that if we were attacked, he wouldn’t be destroyed completely.”

      “Look what good that did him. We weren’t even attacked,” Eliard pointed out.

      “Not that we know of,” Karis said darkly. “He just sparked out and went offline, and we lost our navigation computers.”

      “You don’t have to tell me. I was there,” Eliard said, using one of the available heat packs himself to juggle between his hands.

      “Well, maybe you weren’t paying attention then. Ponos is the Armcore machine intelligence. All the best money has been spent on his code infrastructure. He shouldn’t just glitch out on us. Only House Archival is rumored to have a more advanced artificial intelligence.”

      “Yeah, but Ponos has been adding memory servers to his banks for the past few circuits.” Eliard hesitated to think of the Imperial Coalition artificial intelligence that had ruled Welwyn Habitat, and that Ponos had, in effect, eaten. “Who’s to say how risky that procedure is for one of his kind?”

      “I’m willing to bet that was an attack that took him out.” Karis shook her head. “We know that Alpha uses viruses to hack and overwhelm Armcore ships. It is why we don’t have any great data on it, after all.”

      “Wow. Great. So now we’re facing the possibility that Alpha has put a virus in Ponos. Is anyone really sure they want to try and wake him up?” Irie pointed out miserably.

      “Excuse me.” Karis coughed loudly and frowned at the argumentative pirates in her expeditionary force. “I said there were two bunker holds with memory servers. Now, I may not know the most about machine intelligences, but I’m reckoning that means that they can be at least slightly isolated from each other. We send teams to evaluate which one is the worst affected by whatever it is that affected it, and then we wake the other one. Or try to. Got it?”

      Eliard shrugged. “Then I have no idea why I am here, short of a great big ‘On’ button, I’m useless with machine sentience.”

      “But Ponos appears to have taken a shine to you.” Karis’s eyes flickered to the thing on his arm, which Ponos had ‘given’ him. It was a deal that Eliard thought that he got the bad end of, actually. Ponos offered me the chance for revenge by making me into the super weapon that could kill Alpha, all because Cassandra was killed.

      “Intelligences get twitchy when they’re rebooted,” Karis said—alarmingly, the captain rather thought. “So you’re coming with us. But more important than that, one of my agents here is a computer engineer, and with your Miss Hanson over there…”

      “I’m not a miss. I’m a Chief Engineer,” Irie said irritably, before muttering. “I knew that there was a reason why she was dragging me into this.”

      Section Manager Karis just ignored her as she tapped her own much sleeker wrist computer and a moment later, both Eliard’s and Irie’s pinged as theirs received new packets of information.

      Data Packet Received! Schematic Map of the Armcore Intelligence-class War Cruiser Endurance!

      “Wow. No rest for the wicked then?” Eliard said, groaning as he stood up.

      “You must be a very busy man then, Captain,” Karis commented. “Because we’re such jolly nice people, we’re going to be investigating Bunker Hold A, which is actually the harder one to get to. You’ll find the route to Bunker Hold B there on your map.”

      “Aren’t they secured? Code locked? DNA-locked?” Irie asked.

      “They would be, if this part of the ship had any power at all, but it doesn’t. So, you’ll have to blast your way in.” Karis nodded warily to Eliard’s arm. “And I guess that thing will be powerful enough to do it?”

      Eliard shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      “Fine,” the section manager sighed. “If you can’t get into Bunker Hold B, wait and we’ll rendezvous and get the job done. If you do, then I want Chief Engineer Hanson to run an inspection test on Ponos’s available servers, both visual and diagnostic. If they look fried beyond repair, then we try to activate Hold A instead. Good?”

      Not really, Eliard thought, but helped his chief engineer to her feet all the same. “Here.” He grabbed some of the ration packs and steel thermos flasks on the way out. “No sense in being hungry, right?”

      The pair followed the map as they picked their way carefully through the crashed engine hold to find the nearest service elevator, before climbing into the empty shaft and ascending the ladder.

      The things I am forced to do in order to save the universe, Eliard thought miserably as his back ached from the exertion.
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      The pair of pirates climbed through the broken ship. This rear ‘arm’ of the Endurance was mostly given over to engineering, manufacturing, and storage, so as they crossed onto upside-down floors and slid down corridors that had once been flat, they came across a lot of warehouse levels and strange rooms populated with large and austere, functionalist machines. Eliard had no idea what most of them did, but Irie, on the other hand, appeared to be in her element.

      “Armcore fits these out with magnoscopes?” she called out as she popped her head through a broken window. Eliard mumbled that he had no idea what those things were, and promptly forgot the incredibly boring and technical explanation that Irie gave about using magnetic fields to separate negatively charged ions or something…

      She’s battered, but she’s not doing too badly. The captain was more concerned with keeping an eye on her as they climbed. She had been hit by a monstrous alien entity, then almost frozen to death. As it was, the temperature inside this dead craft was enough to freeze water. Eliard knew this in a distant fashion, as it appeared that his Device was doing something to keep him warm. He wondered just what all the other properties of the strange thing were, and just what it was able to do to his frail and human body. Would he ever get ill? Would he ever suffer a cold again? Did it help him heal injuries?

      But still, even the pragmatic captain found it sort of interesting to be crawling and climbing through the guts of an Armcore war cruiser. He saw entire corridors where the walls where given over to full-combat encounter suits, behind glass.

      Glass that is frosted with ice, he recognized. In several parts of the ship, he had seen where drifts of snow and ice had managed to smash their way in, usually from exterior vents or portholes that had been torn apart in the crash. The thought made him all the more worried.

      How much does it take for a ship as battered and torn apart as this to start collapsing?

      “Cap’.” Irie’s teeth were chattering. “We’re almost there.” They were sitting on the end of a gantry that she had led him along, overlooking a workroom with rows of metal benches with strange machines stretched across them.

      “Some kind of fabrication department. Drone-workers fabricating their own metals, probably,” she explained. Again, Eliard didn’t really follow the gist of that. At the end of the gantry was a small access porthole barely big enough for a human body, and Irie had already busted open the adjacent control panel and extended wires from her wrist computer to try to open it. “The bunker hold’s front access is behind triple foot-thick metal doors, each one security-locked I imagine, and that side is buried facing down into the dirt.” She pointed down. “So instead we’re using the emergency access network,” she explained.

      “Every major craft has them. Little service tunnels that allow you to access the gas and water and wiring and what have you, and, if a fire or a plasma breach happens, it means you can lock off sections of the ship and move your crew through these.”

      FZZT! There was a shower of sparks, and the small porthole door opened in front of her, revealing a narrow tunnel with metal ladders on two sides of blank steel.

      “Presto!” Irie said, genuinely pleased. “This route should drop us in front of Bunker Hold B’s lobby and front door. Then you’ll have to do the rest,” she said.

      “Gladly.” Eliard felt relieved that they had almost got there, at last, and followed his engineer into the tiny emergency access tube.
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      “Ah, Captain?” Irie froze the moment after she had dropped from the tubing panel to the wide steel-lined room of the bunker lobby.

      Crap. Eliard followed her a moment later, landing with a dull clang of his boots on the floor and rolling expertly, raising the Device of his arm toward where his mechanic’s horrified glance was pointing.

      It was Ponos.

      Or rather, it was the mech avatar of Ponos, slumped before the solid metal doors, sealed with multiple extra bars that had locked into position in the floor.

      “Is it…dead?” Irie whispered, one hand hovering over her laser blaster. It was easy to see why she was concerned, as even though Ponos had never attacked them in its mecha form, Eliard knew that Irie was a mecha designer herself. Her Babe Ruth battle mecha was still sitting inside the Mercury Blade, decommissioned, and Irie knew just how temperamental they could be if their software went haywire.

      And Ponos is big, Eliard thought. Its first body that Eliard and his crew had met had been the tracked form of a boxy unit with a long, prehensile neck, at the end of which was the triangular shape of the head and a round, glowing red eyeball in the center. Ponos had ditched that when it had relocated the physical aspects of its intelligence here to the Endurance, and instead created a tall, humanoid mecha dressed in shiny, black-treated titanium.

      It looks like something from Armcore’s war labs, Eliard thought, his eyes running over its large servo-assisted joints, arms, and broad shoulders. But still, given its height, easily over ten feet tall, it had managed to maintain a sense of slimness and elegant symmetry in its almost-humanoid form. It had kept a reminder of its beginnings however, in the way that its head—a drawn-back and elongated cone that looked alien in every respect—held but a singular round scope like a camera, inside of which would flare the small red triangle of its pupil when it was powered.

      Only, that didn’t look like it would happen anytime soon. Eliard took a wary step forward. It was half-sprawled, half-leaning against the side of one of the walls beside the locked vault door, as if it had been trying to reach its brain in the final moments of whatever virus or malfunction had felled it.

      “I think we’re good,” Eliard said a little dismissively, walking around the form even as it loomed over him.

      “Listen up, Cap’,” Irie said, her own approach far more conservative than his. “I know mechas, remember? My dad was the best mech-fighter there ever was. You can’t treat them casually, even when they’re powered down. We don’t know if it turned itself off, or whether it’s in standby mode, or what subroutines it was running when it stopped…” she said, her voice full of doubt.

      Yeah, she knew mechas alright, the captain agreed, but it seemed pretty obvious to him that this one was little better than a collection of dead toasters at the moment. He stepped up to the vault door and examined it. It had the usual DNA-print lock by the side, which of course neither he nor Irie would be able to undo.

      Eliard cast another look at the giant, stilled form of the mecha beside him, then shook his head. This whole situation is going from bad to worse… As much as he hated Ponos, as much as he knew that the Armcore intelligence had its own motives for everything it was doing in recruiting him, in turning him into its ‘super soldier,’ Ponos was their ticket to defeating Alpha.

      “I need a way to open these blast doors…” he muttered to the Device, trying to imagine something powerful enough to break through a vault that had been designed by none other than Armcore itself.

      In response, a wave of tiredness and nausea seemed to wash over him, as if the Device itself was trying to hold its tentacle-like cilia up and say ‘it cannot be done.’

      But it has to be done. He imagined a beam of concentrated plasma, something bright and strong enough to punch through the locks—

      Phada-HSSSSS!

      The Device reacted to his instincts, reconfiguring itself, its scales rearranging and interlocking in new configurations until his arm appeared to take on a lance-like shape. ‘Ribs’ of shell-like bone wavered along from the corrugated nub of bone or shell or whatever was now at its tip, decorated with many intricate swirl-like designs.

      The Device convulsed and fired, shooting a pencil-thin lance of burning white light that flared green and red as it hit the first locking bar, and the metal started to hiss.

      A shower of sparks exploded from the metal, and clouds of steam rose with the glimmering, flaring bright star of the plasma lance burning at its center. It’s working! Eliard thought as thin rivers of molten steel started to run down the sides of the locking bar underneath the steam, to cool and harden almost instantly like candlewax.

      “Ugh.” A wave of nausea swept up from the pit of Eliard’s stomach, making him feel sick and weak, before it passed. He felt dizzy, and his ears were roaring with the sound of the Device’s laser. He had seen the Device punch holes through walls, as well as take out contingents of enemies, and every time, it had cost him dearly. The Device uses my own body to power it, he reminded himself. I am like a living battery. Maybe that was the key to al Q’Lot technology. It treated all living systems as fuel…

      Thock! With a squeal and a screech of tortured metal, a section of the steel locking bar collapsed under its uneven weight, falling from its hold in the ceiling to the floor below, and Eliard had to jump back, momentarily turning off the Device-laser.

      “Captain?” He blinked to see that it was Irie, standing next to him and looking up at him—she is small, he reminded himself—worriedly.

      “What?” he said, his voice sounding thick and slurred.

      “You were stumbling,” she said, and when Eliard looked, it appeared that he was several feet further from the door than he thought he had been before. Did I black out? He shook his head, seeing that there were still three more of the metal locking bars to burn through. Then he had to find a way to get through the metal door behind, as well.

      “I’m fine,” he said, lurching past Irie to begin work on the second.

      HSSSSS! This time the Device seemed to take less time to cycle up, and the heat of its plasma laser was far brighter and, the captain knew as naturally as he would know when he was feeling hungry, that it was hotter. The Device was learning how to defeat this challenge. It had adapted. It had evolved.

      Thock! The next metal bar fell from the ceiling to clang against the floor, rolling to knock gently against the stilled mecha avatar beside him. Eliard once again felt a surge of weakness through his limbs, but he ignored it as he pressed the laser to work again, and quickly, on the penultimate locking bar.

      This time, the laser appeared almost incandescent, and Eliard had to lower his eyes and use his off-hand to steady the Device as he fired, and the clouds of steam and sparks went everywhere. They were so overwhelming in fact, that neither he nor Irie saw the three-clawed metal foot of Ponos twitch, as if in response to being disturbed…
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      Final one. Just one left, Eliard told himself. His head was throbbing with the surge of a headache that was only growing in intensity the more that he fired the Device-laser. And added to this was a ringing in his ears growing so loud that it drowned out the sound of the hissing steam and the melting steel.

      The captain turned the Device against the final bar and was halfway through it when the terrible thing that his Chief Engineer had feared happened.

      The Ponos mecha woke up, and it was angry.

      Incensed would be a better word.

      “Intruders!” The creature jerked awkwardly to one side, half-raising one massive hand before it crashed against the metal floor, leaving great scratches behind it as a deep red triangle awoke in the darkness of its face.

      “Captain!” Irie couldn’t hear the mecha past the hiss of boiling metal, but she saw a shape rise in the steam clouds. A shadow of black with one baleful, hollow triangular eye—

      “Threat assessed: Intruders will be eliminated.” Ponos no longer spoke in its carefully cultured tones—programmed to make it appeal to Dane Tomas, CEO of Armcore—and instead spoke in the primitive machine-speak that came with all mechas before upgrades.

      Thock! The final steel bar clanged to the floor and the laser on Eliard’s arm flickered out, leaving a glowing after-image of blue and red across his vision as his knees buckled. Ironically, it was his total exhaustion that was perhaps the only thing that had saved him from death as the closed, four-fingered vice-fist of Ponos swept harmlessly over his head.

      “Ponos! Deactivate! Command override!” Irie was shouting, her blaster already raised in her hand as she pointed it at the standing mecha, now emerging from the steams of molten metal.

      “Command line denied. I do not recognize your clearance, human.” Ponos paused for a fraction of a moment as it considered Irie’s desperate shouts, which just gave Eliard enough time to realize that something was very, very wrong behind him.

      “Ach…” His whole body felt like it had been kicked down a mountain and that he hadn’t slept for a few weeks, but he still managed to throw himself forward in a roll that saved him from the stamping foot that landed where his chest had been.

      “Ponos! Stand down! It’s us—Irie Hanson of the Mercury Blade, Captain Eliard Martin—” Irie continued to try to reach the thing’s recognition circuits. “You’re on the Endurance, you crash landed—”

      “Weapon detected!” Ponos ignored her, instead its head flicking fast and the red triangle of its pupil flaring as it saw her weapon.

      “No!” Eliard managed to push himself, wobbling, to his feet in front of her just as Ponos raised one of its fists, and the palm opened out into a weapons port. Eliard raised his Device arm just in time, turning Ponos’s firing hand so that it shot a bolt harmlessly into the air, scorching the ceiling of the lobby room.

      “Intruder threatens us. Protect Avatar housing.” Ponos narrated its own commands as it swiped across with its other metal fist, hitting Eliard across the shoulder and sending him tumbling down the lobby.

      Eliard’s head was swimming with exhaustion, fear, and pain, and then he heard a scream. “Aiii!” It was Irie.

      No-no-no! Desperation lent the captain strength as he flipped himself from the floor to see that Irie was now sprawled against the far side of the wall, and Ponos was lowering one large leg back to the ground. It had kicked her, full in the chest, and the captain didn’t even know if she was still alive.

      Have I lost her? Just like he had lost Cassandra, before?

      “Rargh!” Eliard punched out with his fist, the Device still in the form of the plasma lance as either it had gotten stuck or his body was too tired to allow it to return to its normally dormant shape. There was a hiss and a bright flare of light as the plasma shot a burning bolt straight through the body of the mecha. With an electronic screech of metal, it staggered back to the wall, smoke billowing from its front, but it wasn’t dead as it reached forward with the gun-point emplaced in its hand.

      HSSS! Eliard fired again, the powerful plasma beam recoiling as he struggled to hold onto his arm. The light caught Ponos on the elbow, sending a shower of sparks and molten metal as the Device neatly severed Ponos’s forearm.

      “Avatar housing in danger. Threat level predicted: eighty-seven percent!” Ponos machine-stated.

      “Damn right I’m a threat,” Eliard snarled, firing the laser once again, this time at the opposing shoulder of the mecha. Ponos was flung against the wall, its arm half-dangling on a line of wires and rubber tubing.

      “Wait… Cap’…” a voice whispered. It was Irie. She was raising her head and coughing.

      “Irie, you’re not allowed to die on me!” Eliard shouted as he ran to her, sliding across the floor to get to where she slumped. Her face looked ashen, under the smudges of oil and soot, and there was a thin trickle of blood from her lips.

      Oh dear stars, no… Eliard tried to think what he could do. What could he do? He had no idea. He wasn’t a physician. He had only basic medical training, at best.

      “Don’t…destroy it. Ponos, I mean…”

      “Sod Ponos!” Eliard said fervently. “We need to get you to a medical bay. I think we passed one back there…”

      “I’ll…” cough “…never get through the tunnel…” hack, cough “…and you’ll take too long to go and come back…” Irie said, the ghost of a wry smile on her lips. “Just my luck, huh? Killed by a mecha?” She even managed to joke.

      “Not today,” Eliard said, although he had no idea just what he would do to save her. The stamp of the mecha had done something to Irie’s insides. Maybe she just had cracked ribs, or maybe it was a whole lot worse…

      “Guess…” cough, splutter “…that I was wrong about these scrapper suits, huh?” Another sad smile. “Power system reset. Behind the head…” She managed to flicker her eyes toward Ponos.

      “I said that I don’t care  about—” Eliard was halfway through shouting, just before he had a sudden thought. “You’re a genius, Irie. Just hold on. Hold on!” He turned and ran to the flopping, kicking form of the mecha and easily avoided its legs.

      “Threat level: ninety-eight!” It croaked. Its machine voice sounded strange and odd.

      “Shut up.” Eliard dodged one awkward kick, reached down, and grabbed the back of the thing’s cone-like head easily. Lifting it was an effort, but necessity gave him the strength as he saw the small housing unit and bashed at it with the Device-lance until it hissed open and he used the dormant tip of the Device-lance to depress the small red triangle on the inside.

      “System-wide shutdown initiated. Prepare for avatar reboot…” The thing jerked once and then went still and very heavy as Eliard dropped the head back to the floor and once again lowered the Device over the thing’s head. The avatar had only one arm and its two legs left, the other arm hanging on by the oddly obscene mechanical tendons, but he was under no illusions that it would be harmless when it woke up once again.

      “If you so much as look at my engineer funny, I’ll blast a hole through you and be done with it,” he promised as small LED lights flared up the length of the avatar’s body, heading for the thing’s head. “But I am going to see that you use that brain the size of a planet you have there to fix her, somehow, one way or another.”

      “System-wide reboot. Pre-patch configuration installed. Avatar housing detected, model Ponos 001A…”

      “Hurry up and get on with it!” the captain snarled.

      “Logging system parameters. Loading intelligence servers: ERROR! Intelligence servers corrupted! Load local intelligence host instead? Y. Loading…”

      Eliard tensed. He tried to work out what any of that meant, all the while still looking over at Irie, to see her eyes flickering and her chest rising in fits and starts. She was still alive, at least.

      “Captain Eliard,” the smooth, cultured, and clipped tones of the original Ponos—or the Ponos that he had come to know and hate before all of this anyway—returned. Before Eliard had even taken a breath to demand of him what he wanted, Ponos had managed to assess the situation.

      “My scans report a seventy-seven percent chance of fatality and rising by a plus minus three percent every minute you wait,” he stated. “It will take you approximately sixteen minutes to get to the nearest medical bay and back.”

      “Too long,” Eliard snapped.

      “Indeed. So you will have to listen to me. Your only chance of saving her life is to use the one tool that you have left: the Q’Lot mutagenic virus.”

      “What?” Eliard’s mind raced. “The Blue Serum?” That had been what Ponos had originally sent him and the rest of the Mercury Blade to get on that abandoned research station. Was it really so long ago, now? It was that serum that was supposed to be the ‘perfect weapon’ and from that serum, or virus culture, that the Device had been grown. That serum was the stuff that was supposed to meld human and Q’Lot DNA, to create the most perfect weapon systems that this side of the galaxy had ever known.

      “I haven’t got any of the stars-damned Blue Serum!” Eliard snapped.

      “Yes, you do,” Ponos stated, the baleful red triangle of its singular eye focusing on the Device on Eliard’s wrist.

      “I don’t know how…” Eliard stated, looking at it. The Device looked for all the world like it had grown dormant, still in its lance-like state. Had he overused it? Did he have enough energy in his own body left to do anything about it?

      “The Device is designed to react to challenges and threats, to use the powers of the Q’Lot mutagens as well as your own instincts of self-preservation to adapt to any problem,” the injured Ponos avatar stated. “The loss of your chief engineer must surely be a threat to your continual survival.”

      It was. The captain didn’t pause but slouched and stumbled back to the body of Irie, raising the Device to her. But what if it’s faulty? What if it fires its plasma beam at her instead of…whatever it’s supposed to do? Eliard thought.

      But Ponos had been right in that respect at least. In that functionalist way that all machine intelligences exhibited, it had understood that the loss of Irie would mean that Eliard’s eventual chances of staying alive in a galaxy slowly being eaten by Alpha were reduced. She was his chief engineer, who kept his prized Mercury Blade in the air, after all. However, Eliard understood that it wasn’t just Irie’s skills with a spanner and electro-scanner that would save his life. Her loss would severely threaten his sanity…

      Just like I lost Cassandra. Just like Val Pathok left us to go lead his people, he thought. Val had left him. Cassandra had died because of him. His own father had hated him. For all of his underground fame and his skill behind the wheel, Eliard considered himself the unluckiest guy in the galaxy.

      And I can’t lose another friend. He closed his eyes and willed the Device to fix it.

      Eliard felt a judder run up and down his arm, and the sudden sense of pain from somewhere in what remained of the bones of his hand—if he even had a hand inside that thing anymore. The high-pitched whining in his ears reached a new fever-pitch, an unnatural hum that threatened to drive him into unconsciousness.

      But he opened his eyes and saw that the Device had reconfigured its shape, its scales interlocking back into a ponderous, stubby shape, whose edge ended in the unfolding spiked-petals of some rare desert plant, or sea-creature.

      “What the…” he breathed as the petals delicately unfolded, and it exuded a fine blue mist.

      Pollen, he knew instinctively. Alien, Q’Lot Pollen. Blue Serum.

      The dust floated to coat his engineer’s face in a layer of blue like she was a performer in one of the Inner Imperial Coalition space’s elaborate theatre performances.

      He saw Irie’s eyelids flicker open once, twice, and the specks of alien pollen wafted toward and away from her as she drank them down in ragged breaths.

      “Irie…” he whispered as the Device-flower closed itself, the sheath scales closing and losing its brilliance to once again form the dormant node that it had been before the fight.

      “Irie, wake up…” Eliard’s vision was starting to double as all the energy spent on the Device was crashing his own system. His vision was starting to blacken around the edges, and his nausea was only increasing.

      “Her life signs are stabilized…” he heard the distant, wounded voice of Ponos behind him. “Her body is severely traumatized, but she is stable…”

      That was enough for Eliard to know, and he allowed the exhaustion and the cost of the Device to take him as he fell into blackness.
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      “Leave him. He’ll only blast another hole through our only hope of getting off this forsaken ice hole.” Eliard awoke to the sound of being talked about. He was once again cold and everything ached, but at least this once someone had thought to throw one of the thin, flimsy orange survival blankets over him.

      “Ugh,” he murmured, before wondering just how many times in the last cycle he had woken up like that. I seem to be getting thrown around, beaten up, shot at, and pulverized a lot recently, a surreally calm part of him said.

      “He’s waking up…” one of the male voices grumbled, and he realized where he had heard that voice before. It was the male Armcore guard who had accompanied them on the expedition. He was still in the broken-apart body of the Endurance, still in the lobby of the vault, and now there was Section Manager Karis and the others already around him and Irie, levering the door to the main vault open.

      “Irie?” he managed to murmur, moving into a standing position which perversely sent his head into a banging headache.

      “Easy, soldier,” grumbled one of the Armcore guards, presenting him with the tine of a hypodermic needle which he stabbed into an available patch of bared wrist.

      “Arrgh! What under Orion’s Belt did you do that for?” Eliard said.

      “Battlefield stimulant. It’ll keep you on your feet for a bit at least.” The guard in turn dropped a handful of the energy sachets into his hand, which Eliard tore open immediately to pour the viscous, jell-like substance hungrily into his throat. Despite the pain from the injection, Eliard could feel the warmth spreading through his limbs, and a giddy feeling rising in his chest. It was working. All of his aches and pains were still there, but they were receding into the background, masked by a layer of adrenaline and serotonin.

      “Should I administer a recovery pack to this one, too?” The guard who had stabbed him hovered over the apparently sleeping body of Irie Hanson, her face still dusted with the blue.

      “No,” Eliard said quickly, pushing himself up to his feet. “She’s going to be alright,” he said, even though past evidence was that she might not be. I had used the Blue Serum on Cassandra, and it killed her, he thought, but that had been the raw concoction. This time, the Device itself had calculated what it would need to produce in order to save her life. And she wasn’t covered in a blue egg-sack, Eliard thought, remembering the way that the virus had erupted to take over Cassandra Milan’s body.

      “Stars! I hope that I did the right thing,” he breathed, wiping his one human hand over his face.

      “You did the only thing, Captain-Captain.” The voice of Ponos was faint and edged with static, but unmistakably its cultured self and not its murderous machine framework.

      “Captain-Captain?” Eliard turned to raise an eyebrow at Ponos. This artificial intelligence was supposed to be the third highest-ranking intelligence in this part of the galaxy, coming in behind the House Archival intelligence, and then of course Alpha. It wasn’t one to make syntax mistakes.

      “The thing’s corrupted,” Section Manager Karis said dryly. “It’s a miracle you got it to boot up.”

      “Not without some difficulties,” Eliard added.

      “Yeah, I can see that by the fact that you nearly blew both its arms off!” The section manager was clearly annoyed at that.

      “The captain acted impulsively, yes-yes,” Ponos said, again with that slip of language and the edge of static. “However, he and his colleague performed the necessary operation. I am afraid that I am operating at below normal parameters, now with only roughly one-eighth the available processing intelligence I once had.”

      “Great. So, compared to Alpha, you’re an idiot?” Eliard didn’t have much sympathy for the creature that had almost killed his engineer.

      “You might-might-might say so,” Ponos admitted. “Bunker Hold A is mostly corrupted, but I am endeavoring to repair the files. I am afraid that I was attacked by Alpha in data-space.”

      “What?” Section Manager Karis snapped. “And you didn’t think to tell me?”

      “Well, I didn’t really have the time…”

      “That is why you lost us in the warp, and why we crashed,” Karis swore. “I knew something like that had happened.”

      I thought that Ponos had shielded itself from Alpha in data-space? A seed of doubt crept into Eliard’s mind. What could it possibly have been doing there that would force it to break its digital camouflage? He was about to ask, when he realized that with his chief engineer the way she was, with him the way he was, and with the Endurance in the state that it was…they had bigger fish to fry right now.

      “But I managed to over-over-override the navigation computers and bring you here-here-here,” Ponos stated, and from his speech, it appeared to be getting worse if anything. The section manager obviously shared the same concerns, as she looked darkly up at Eliard, who nodded. Yes, he had noticed the degradation in the mech avatar too. Was it going to degrade back to its killing machine self at any moment?

      “And where is here, exactly?” Karis snapped, one hand easing to the butt of her meson rifle.

      “Epsilon G3-ov. I had-had-had not wanted to initiate this plan-plan of action, but it appeared imperative.” Ponos voice grew ever more disparate.

      “Why? What’s so special about this ice world?” Eliard said quickly.

      “Epsilon Protocol. Gold Chair Security Class.” Its voice started to fade, as if its batteries were dying.

      “Gold chair?” Eliard looked alarmed. “What is it going on about?”

      “CEO and selected generals’ eyes only,” Karis said. “That’s beyond even my level of clearance, and I’m above top-secret intelligence division!” She whispered, “Ponos. Please. What is so special about Epsilon G3-ov!?”

      “Armcore Observation Station-station-station. Ruins… Valyien ruins. This is…this is…this is where…it…began.” Ponos’s voice was faint and filled with static.

      “Shut him off!” Karis said quickly, and one of the two Armcore guards knelt quickly to Ponos’s waist and started to pull wires and flick hidden controls. There was the wind-down noise of the electric motors as the lights slowly faded and the broken and mutilated limbs stopped twitching as all power stopped. The last thing to fade to non-existence was the red triangle of the creature’s single eye.

      “Let’s just hope when we reboot it, it doesn’t revert to mainframe intelligence,” Karis muttered.

      “It was the local batteries, ma’am,” said the Armcore who had pulled the plug, clearly the computer operative that Karis had intended to work on the memory server recovery. “Without the use of its servers, Ponos was trying to inhabit just what this mecha here had available. He burnt them out in, what, a half-hour? Then the mecha just reverts to mainframe processing power and mainframe intelligence if we don’t get bigger and better batteries into him.”

      “It’s not a ‘him,’ soldier,” Karis said irritably, turning to look beyond the slagged and destroyed metal bars to where the doors of Bunker Vault B had finally been opened by Ponos before he had faded into standby. Eliard’s eyes followed her gaze, to see tight corridors between gigantic, floor-to-ceiling banks of sleek black units, some of them with several lights flickering, and many without any at all.

      “Well, they’re not smoking…” Karis said as the computer/guard joined her. “Can you fix them?”

      Eliard watched the woman suck her teeth speculatively. “It’ll take time, but there’s no reason why I can’t if there is already some living memory servers in here. I’ll use those ones as a base to clean up the faulty ones, and we should be able to reboot him back into his regular self.” Just like Irie, Eliard smiled slightly, this computer/soldier seemed convinced that all machines were actually people.

      “Will it be as, you know, as clever as it was before?” Karis said worriedly, and Eliard knew what she must be thinking: they still had the Alpha-machine to face, and with a hobbled tactical intelligence to do it with.

      The computer/guard paused for a moment. Not a good sign, Eliard thought.

      “Not at first,” she admitted. “When we get enough of these online to reboot him, then we do the same process for Bunker Hold A, but hopefully this time with Ponos’s help to segment and defrag his remaining memory. He’ll get more intelligent with every server he frees up, but it could take a while, and I’m sure that some of his top-functional intelligence will be compromised.”

      “How much?” Eliard said.

      “Impossible to say,” the soldier said. “Right now, he’s at, what…zero percent intelligence because he’s offline? And he said himself—”

      “It—” the section manager reminder her subordinate heavily.

      “Yes, ma’am, that it was functioning at one-eighth of potential… But if we even managed to get access to most of the available servers and they all worked perfectly, I would still expect Ponos to be down anywhere from twelve to twenty percent available processing power, just from the infrastructure shock that this causes.”

      The section manager looked appalled and Eliard agreed. “Great. A dumbed-down machine intelligence helping us to save the universe.” He shook his head and turned back to Irie, who was breathing deeply and regularly, but still fast asleep.

      “At least you don’t appear to have changed,” he muttered under his breath. Yet. But the captain was painfully aware that the Device was a product of the Blue Q’Lot Serum, and that he had seen what the Q’Lot virus had done to an entire Armcore Research Station as well as to a human scientist, Doctor Argyle Trent, turning into a walking praying mantis-like human-shellfish hybrid.

      Just come back to me normal, he thought, as his emotions and his mind felt exhausted already, even if his body still zinged with stimulants.

      “We wait until morning,” he heard the section manager order behind him. “Operative Chako?” She addressed the ‘computer operative/guard,’ as Eliard was coming to think of her. “Make a start on the servers that you can, and Operative Anderson, you are going to help Captain Martin here carry his friend to the nearest available medical bay, where he will stay to assist her recovery, while you and me start collating survival supplies.”

      “Aye-aye, ma’am,” Anderson said, and Eliard was grateful for the help as they lifted Irie between them and started trudging down the metal corridor.

      “And after that?” Eliard called to the section manager. “When morning comes, and we have to go back out across the ice to the other Endurance? What about those snow-manta things?”

      He heard a grumble from the section manager. She had clearly not wanted to be reminded of all of the many dangers they were facing.

      “We’ll just have to hope that they’re nighttime predators, Captain,” she said sourly. “But if that doesn’t work, then I am sure that we can find some toys left even in this mess that will help us. And we’d better find something, because after we get enough supplies back to the rest of my crew to make sure they don’t freeze or starve to death, we’re going on another expedition, this time to this Armcore Observation Station that Ponos told us about.”

      And the ruins, Manager? Eliard couldn’t stop himself from thinking. Are you intending to raid the Valyien ruins, too? Where Ponos said’ ‘it all began?’
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      The nights were long on Epsilon G3. Which must explain this constant, accursed cold, Eliard thought miserably, but it did help in a few respects having several hours in the crashed rear end of the Endurance.

      It allowed Operative Anderson, Captain Eliard, and Section Manager Karis time to gather enough spare fuel cells, supplies, essential equipment, and medical kits to keep the crew alive on Epsilon G3 for a couple of months, if need be.

      Stars help me if I’m here that long, Eliard thought. The stimulants had worn off and he had finally succumbed to sleep after hours of hauling crates and boxes and strange metal units to the main loading hold, with its wall of ice. He only had a couple hours of rest, but by the time he opened his eyes again, it was to see the welcome sight of cool and calming blue-white LEDs strung around the room.

      “I guess they must have got the power back on.” He yawned.

      “They? Me, you mean,” said a voice he instantly recognized. It was his engineer, Irie Hanson, still in her battered scrappers’ encounter suit but now with at least a clean, not-blued face and a grin. “Morning, Captain,” she said. “Sunrise was approximately forty-eight minutes ago, but I let you sleep in.”

      “That’d be a first,” he admitted, sliding off the medical table to grab his engineer in a very rare but heartfelt hug, before breaking out of it just as quickly. Hadn’t her ribcage been crushed? he thought in alarm.

      “No, I know. As good as new,” she said, tapping her chest. “Better, in fact.” She indicated where there was coffee already on one of the work tables, before picking up a selection of tablet-slate mini-computers that she had apparently been collecting for some reason. Eliard studied her. She didn’t have blue-scaled skin. She didn’t have tentacles, or claws, and she certainly didn’t have a stonking great nodule of a super weapon in the place of one forearm. In fact, she looked still very human.

      But there was something wrong.

      “What? What are you looking at me like that for?” Irie stopped and half-chuckled.

      “You’re happy.” Eliard frowned. He found that fact more deeply upsetting than he did the idea that she could have some hidden tentacle somewhere. It was a mutagenic virus, right? His thoughts raced. Is that the most powerful mutation that the thing could do to my engineer? Make her happy?

      “Well… I did almost get crushed by a sociopathic killer mecha,” Irie said with a shrug. “And now I feel great. Really great. I’ve run my bloodwork and yeah, there’s Q’Lot contamination in there for sure, but it doesn’t seem to have done anything other than heal my body!” she explained. “Even the healed fracture in my ankle, where I dropped one of Babe Ruth’s legs onto my leg. Completely healed.”

      “So, the virus was like getting gene-therapy?” Eliard thought of all of the myriad ways there were now, in the thirty-first century, to have your body treated and recreated. Aging was no longer a worry, if you had the planetary fortune to pay for the genetic license.

      “I guess,” Irie stated happily. “I’m taking this down to Hold B, where I’m helping Chako rebuild Ponos’s intelligence. We might have it done in a couple of days.”

      “As soon as that?” Eliard said lightly. He still felt unnerved by the change in his engineer, before instantly feeling ashamed. She deserves to get healed of all of the injuries I’ve asked her to go through, he thought. He wondered if he was just being jealous because, after he got infected by the virus, Ponos had used it to turn him into a mutant super-warrior.

      And after Cass had got infected with virus, she got dead. A flash of annoyance.

      But no, he was happy for Irie, and he needed her at the top of her game. Even so, when he watched her walk out of the medical bay where he had spent the night, he wondered if it was his eyes or whether there were some subtle changes he could detect about her. Had her skin taken on a more lustrous tone? Her hair more of a shine to its outlandish frizz?

      And were her eyes that strong of a blue before?

      “Captain?” He jumped when his wrist computer went off. It was Section Manager Karis. “Good. My scanner said you were awake again. Get yourself ready, because we’re going to be heading out to find this observation station as soon as we can.”

      “Wonderful,” Eliard muttered, casting one last look at the empty doorway where his engineer had been. It looked as though they had finally started to land on their feet. They were back on track with what they were doing in order to survive, his own aches and pains had gone, and his body even feeling rested for the first time in weeks. So then why did he feel like he was in way, way out of his depth?
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      “We managed to recover the coordinates for the observation station.” The section manager stood below and behind the captain, leaning on the railing that led up to the Mercury Blade’s cockpit. Behind her was the main hold that occupied the central portion of the upgraded racer—a large and roughly triangular room with its two gunners’ chairs now holding Armcore staff from the Endurance.

      Not Val Pathok, Eliard thought grimly. Each chair was linked to one of the dual meson cannons slung in weapons ports under the belly of the Blade, extended and swiveling in time with the gunners’ chairs as they tracked the surface of the ice-blown planet.

      Side cabinets and lockers sat along the walls of the main hold, with an array of a pirate’s useful equipment safely stowed away inside: micro, poly, and metal filament ropes, spare laser blasters and ammo, medical kits, and added to this stash were the Armcore-stamped crates tied down to the metal grid floor, filled with everything an Amrcore intelligence expedition might need. The captain wondered if that meant they would be prepared to face whatever unnatural and eldritch encounters they were sure to face in a Valyien ruin.

      Out the back of the main hold sat a short metal corridor that eventually reached the engine room and the dual warp cores of the Blade, now staffed not with one but two Armcore intelligence engineers. Not Irie Hanson, Eliard grumbled. From this main artery of a corridor were the small berth rooms, one of which was his own—and which some small sense of outrage meant that he had triple-locked when Karis had commissioned his ship for this—as well as a canteen and a small medical bay with room only for two very cramped medical beds.

      The captain was proud of the Mercury Blade, however. It was small, designed as a medium-to-heavy endurance racer, and many years of refitting and fabrications with Irie and Val had turned it from a three-man craft to a possible pirate attack ship for six people. He now had six Armcore guards alone, besides the section manager, behind him as well as himself, standing in front of the ship’s wheel. He could sit down on the command stool/chair, but he had pushed it back as he usually preferred to stand when on an active mission.

      They had left the rear body of the Endurance just a few hours ago in the early morning, after Karis had ordered more of the flatbed drone-carts to drive from the still-standing section of the Endurance across the tundra to them. This time, she protected them by breaking out the heavy encounter suits that they had recovered from the Endurance, each with heavy metal armor padding and inbuilt weapons systems that were only one step down from the full tactical mech armor that the front-line Armcore units wore. They came equipped with long-range rifles and short-range heat-seeking micro-missiles, which she pulverized the ice plains to either side of the rescuing drone-carts with, to ward off possible attacks from the snow-mantas. Either she had been right about the snow-mantas preferring to attack at night, or they had sensed the impacts and wisely decided to stay well away.

      “Actually, it was your engineer that recovered the coordinates, I thought that you’d like to know,” the section manager said irritably. Did he detect a grudging undertone of respect for Irie there? She continued, “She managed to crack the security controls on the memory servers with the gold chair clearance. Heaven alone knows how she did that…” Karis muttered.

      I know, the captain thought as he kept one eye on the holographic readouts that overlaid his ice-covered cockpit screens. So far, he had just identified buried mountain ranges and stacks of rock underneath the snow and ice plains, but no sign of habitation, past or present.

      But the captain did think he knew how Irie had cracked the highest level of Armcore clearance. She’s the best engineer that I’ve ever seen, he thought, which was saying a lot, since he had spent the majority of young adult life out on the Traders’ Belt, a place where skill was celebrated, and where impossible and dangerous tasks, whether physical, mechanical, or purely criminal, were performed cycle by cycle.

      And she is now infected… His gaze flickered to the Device that was his lower right arm. It was more than just a weapon, he knew that now. It had infected his entire body with its Q’Lot, mutant DNA. He was sure that it had many benefits that he was unaware of, and he didn’t really want to run a medical scan to find out, either, since anything Q’Lot still freaked him out. He had put his body through the worst sort of challenges. He’d done everything from falling down cliffs to freefalling through the atmosphere, and somehow he was still alive. He knew that he had broken bones and suffered terrible, mortal wounds that would have spelled the end for any regular human biology, and yet here he was, all of his old wounds healed. The only thing that didn’t heal was the exhaustion and system shock that plagued him every time he ‘activated’ the Device.

      I bet that Irie’s mutation made her better at engineering, he realized, surprising himself at the revelation. Ponos had said that the Device and the Q’Lot Blue Serum would act to make him more adaptable and resilient. Did that mean that he was now better at being a pirate captain, while Irie was better at being an engineer?

      “Captain?” Karis called again, disturbing his train of thought.

      “Ah, yes,” he said, seeing the green vector slowly rising on the horizon. “We should be nearing the coordinates now.”
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      The Mercury Blade screamed through the freezing airs, high over plains of glittering snow and ice that stretched as far as the eye could see. They weren’t just white, but the crystalized water also reflected blue, purple, and silver. Great lines like frozen waves swept across the plains in curiously uniform patterns, actions of the ceaseless alien winds.

      Sprays of fine silver ice dust played from the tops of the frozen ridges like the foam on a liquid sea, occasionally forming ice-devils to spiral and scour the softer sand settled on top.

      The topography of the ice world was anything but monotonous and boring, Eliard thought. In several places where the land gave way to ridges of black rock, in their lee side Eliard saw perfectly oval, frozen meres of the most cerulean blue water that he had ever seen. The rocks themselves were fluted and shaped in wondrous curving, spiraling stacks by the merest action of water crystals, abrading the rocks for millennia. From these rocks swept back forests of icicles, some almost as long as the Mercury Blade was and looking like the crystalline growths of some fantastic creature.

      It was beautiful, in a way, but that word was too small for such a landscape. It was awe-inspiring, humbling, and terrifying in equal measure, and Eliard knew why Armcore had never hoped to permanently settle here. It was too far away, too alien, and if nothing else, this world was too unforgiving to survive for long.

      Right Booster 3 at 55% Function! The basic machine intelligence of the Mercury Blade (non-sentient, thankfully) continued to update him on the impact that Epsilon G3-ov was having on his craft.

      My boosters are clogging with ice and dust. Eliard scowled. Even though his boosters, powered with plasma, should be able to burn through any such atmospheric action on an oxygenated world, the temperatures were so cold and the outer winds so severe that they were literally being slowly turned into ice cubes.

      And when they were full? He spared a glance at the ongoing damage reports from the other boosters. R.Booster 2: 82%. R.Booster 1: 38%. Luckily, his left-side boosters were all still operating somewhere in the ninety percent efficiencies as the ice gales seemed to be sweeping across the Mercury Blade from the right. But when the right’s are all full, we’ll barrel-roll, and when they’re ALL full, we’ll drop like a stone… He didn’t like how fast they had got like that, too. Just a couple of hours of flying had done this. He could ask the ship, of course, to go a whole lot faster, but he knew that it was wiser not to beg disaster as they were thrown against the onslaught of the ice gales.

      They were nearly there, however. Up ahead of them, and fast approaching over the broken ice plains, was a hump of black rock, and it was right beside this that the green vector that the Mercury navigation computers said was the site of the Armcore Observation Station. Or had been, once.

      “Full scan,” Eliard called. Small lines of code flickered over the Mercury’s screen.

      Full Scan Initiated.

      Electrical…No Readings.

      Seismic Data…No Readings.

      Human-Specific Biome—Gravity, Oxygen, Water…FULL

      Bio-readings…Multiple Targets. 7 moving forms.

      “Seven!? Show me,” Eliard said, and on the holographic overlay there appeared seven small flashing green tokens, out on the tundra. But the captain couldn’t see them, even when he magnified the sight. They must be under the ice, he thought. The same creatures that they had faced before—the snow-mantas.

      “Okay, track them and alert me if they get to within a hundred meters, and resume full scan,” the captain said.

      Tracking Started.

      Plasma Readings…Significant.

      “Damn it…” Eliard ordered the computer to show him just what it was talking about, and the map flushed a monochrome grey, all apart from the center, right over where the observation station was supposed to be. There was a large, deep purple glow emanating from under the surface.

      “What is it?” Karis said, half-climbing the stairs so she could look over his shoulder.

      “Plasma readouts. Enough to be a ship, or…” Eliard shrugged. Or what? He knew that his warp core engines would kick out signatures like that, but he wasn’t sure what else would.

      “It could be a lander.” Karis squinted. “In some of the earlier Armcore explorations, they would land a space-lander on the surface, where it would automatically dig itself into the planet’s surface and become the functioning station for later arrivals.”

      “But wouldn’t they remove the warp cores, rather than having them sitting around?” Eliard muttered angrily. He could understand leaving engines on the thing if they planned on getting off-world again, but leaving functioning warp cores untended and unmanned could lead to a poisonous leak, or worse still, a small thermo-nuclear explosion.

      “That’s the only explanation I’ve got.” Karis shrugged.

      “Okay, final reading. Echo-magnetic, please, computer,” Eliard said, and the screen flashed with multiple ‘waves’ of blue as the Mercury Blade used its multiple radar, sonar, and magnetic pulse scans to build a picture of the buried structure where the station was supposed to be.

      Luckily for them, the top few hundred meters—almost a kilometer in fact—was a thick shelf of compacted ice and snow, with just a few spires, ridges, and cliffs of rock branching out into it from the distant bedrock. That meant that, apart from the rock formations, the Mercury Blade’s scanners could penetrate the crystalline water easily.

      In the space between the ship’s wheel and the cockpit screens, there was built, layer upon layer, a hazy, flickering, three-dimensional hologram of the structure revealed beneath the surface.

      The Armcore Observation Station was submerged under years of snow and ice build-up, but it was still comparatively near the surface. Compared to what was even further below it, the captain thought in somewhat vague horror.

      There was a cluster of reinforced blocky shapes under the surface of the ice, seemingly connected to each other by tubes, then connected to a larger, bulbous structure.

      “That’ll be the lander, see? I told you,” Karis pointed out.

      “Fine, but what’s that?” Eliard pointed to a faint discoloration in the image, a slightly heavier blue of the image that was already drawn in blue light, leading straight down, down, and down many hundreds of meters below the surface.

      “An ice shaft,” Karis murmured as their eyes followed it way down to where the nearest branch of actual rocks stuck out. “It leads to that under-ice mountain…” she pointed out.

      “You don’t say.” Eliard looked again at the heavier blued-out shape of the mountain. It looked a little like a great blobby triangular hump of rock, fatter at the base so it wasn’t equilateral. One of it’s ‘faces’ appeared flattened, perhaps scoured by the millennia action of ice shelves.

      Triangles, something teased Eliard’s mind. Triangles and pyramids.

      “Tritho,” the captain burst out.

      “What?” The section manager looked at him sharply. There was something in her eyes that was wary, that showed the captain she knew what he was talking about.

      “The moons of Tritho,” Eliard stated again. It was where he had been hired on ‘an easy job’ to scavenge a set of ruins ‘before anyone else got there.’ Or so he had been led to believe at the time. Actually, he had thought that he had been given the opportunity to ransack some ancient alien ruins before anyone else had gotten the chance, but the truth was that it was House Archival setting him up to act as their agent to steal from an already active, and highly classified, Armcore excavation mission.

      On one of the quiet, out of the way but not remote moons of Tritho had been discovered a Valyien set of ruins, and it was there that Armcore had retro-hacked Valyien software to create Alpha.

      “The Valyien ruins on Tritho were a ziggurat.” Eliard eyed the mountain speculatively. If that had once been a ziggurat structure, it was massive, and the ice shelves must have obliterated its terraced sides, smoothing it and compressing the artificial mountain until it had become a real one.

      “How do you know that name? How do you know that?” the section manager asked angrily.

      “Of course, you’re Armcore intelligence division.” Eliard nodded to himself. “You would have known about where Alpha was born, wouldn’t you?”

      A look of anger flashed over the intelligence officer’s usually carefully-calculated and calm features, before they collapsed back once more into stoic unreadability. “Actually, no. I knew that there were top-secret Valyien ruins on Tritho, but I didn’t know that was where they created the Alpha.” From the slight sound of hurt in her voice, Eliard rather thought that she was telling the truth. “All Valyien ruins are top secret, and if Ponos was right that there is a Valyien ruin there, which it looks like there is, then it would have immediately been classified as top secret.”

      “Gold chair secret?” Eliard asked. He found the name somewhat ridiculous.

      Karis looked away. “No. Not usually that secret.”

      “I was there,” Eliard answered her question. “Me and my crew. On Tritho.”

      The section manager squinted, then nodded. “So it was you. I had thought that you had played a part in the release of Alpha…”

      “I had tried to stop Armcore from getting the most dangerous intelligence in the world, yes,” Eliard said with unusual and sudden vehemence. That was what Cassandra had strived to do. What she had believed in passionately, and had made me believe in, too. Before I killed her.

      “Look where that got us,” Karis murmured at his side, and the captain growled with annoyance. What could she know of what he had been through?

      Eliard tried to control his temper, studying the holographic map of the observation station and its submerged Valyien mountain. It still didn’t make any sense, Eliard thought. Where it all began, Ponos had said before he had to switch off to save him from reverting to his mainframe killing machine state. But didn’t it all begin on that distant Tritho moon? That was where Armcore had injected some sort of ancient Valyien computer, or crystal or whatever that floating orb had been, with the military sentience known as Alpha. That was where the Alpha-machine was borne that built for itself the most advanced space cruiser anyone had ever seen.

      Then why had Ponos stated that it had begun here? And, just as importantly, if not more so, the captain thought with a shudder, why had Armcore abandoned something that was so important? Had they intended to leave it empty? Had they wanted to? Or had they been forced to?

      There was only one way to find out.
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      The Mercury Blade crunched to earth in an ice storm of its own devising. The white gales swirled around it as the top layers of uncompacted snow were blasted by the Blade’s boosters.

      And not soon enough too, the captain thought as he eased down on the lever that lowered the landing stabilizers and carefully eased off the booster power. He had almost completely iced up the entire right side of his craft, and his left wasn’t getting much better.

      “Engine room?” he called over the ship’s communicator.

      “Aye, Captain?” he was met by one of the gruff voices of the requisitioned Armcore guards. It felt wrong to not hear a swearing Irie Hanson and the distant crash of something in the background.

      “The Mercury’s got a burn-off capability. Divert some fuel into the booster array, and run a three-second burn,” he ordered irritably. He wouldn’t have to tell Irie to do this, and Irie would have doubtless already come up with some ingenious plan how to save the Blade from choking up with ice.

      “Aye-aye,” he heard, and the communicator clicked off, before there was the sudden crunch as the ship settled deep into the ice, and a jolt as all the boosters at once flared, rocking the ship. It was enough to dislodge or melt most of the current ice she had on her, the captain could see through the cockpit window, and the heat as well as the fuel might help to keep it off for a bit longer, but the Blade would still be pretty caked by the time he got back. Unacceptable, the captain thought. What if we need to hightail it out of there? It could take hours to free up the ship from the amount of ice that will have accrued on it. He thought of those long, fifty-foot tentacles of ice that he had seen on the rocky walls during the fly in.

      “Karis? I’m going to have to ask your engineering men to stay behind,” he called out as he performed the final systems checks, before setting the navigational abilities of the bird to automate.

      “I’m sorry?” The section manager was already finishing putting on one of the heavy tactical suits, alongside the four other Armcore guards. They now stood almost at seven foot and looked like bipedal tanks.

      He explained the need to flash-burn the boosters, as well as to stop the legs and the hold doors from getting so caked in ice plates as to be unusable. “It needs to be round-the-clock care on this beauty,” he said a little affectionately as he slung on his own, much smaller, scrapper suit and tugged his visor on. “She’s a delicate machine, and unless you want to get stranded down there…”

      “Fine,” she snapped, and relayed the order. Booster burns every twenty minutes, leg and door checks every hour, water and all liquid fuel systems checks every hour. “There,” she said when she was finished. “You ready?”

      Not in the slightest, Eliard thought, wishing that he had Irie at his side on the computers, and Val with his personal meson cannon on the other side. “Fine.” He echoed her tone of disapproval and hit the hold bay doors.
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      Outside, the ice gales had gotten worse, if anything. Within moments, even their suit-to-suit communicators were out as they tried to send radio frequencies through an air that was heavy with ice and rock dust. Eliard was blown several meters to one side. Were it not for the drone-cart that Karis and the four others were walking down the ramp, which he skidded to take shelter behind, he would have been blown away.

      Is this a storm or is this just natural for this stars-damned place? Eliard had a moment to think just as beam of orange and white light burst from the drone-cart to lance into the tumbled ice.

      This time, it appeared that the section manager really had come more prepared. Three of the heavy tactical guards knelt with their rifles trained on the storm for any sign of the snow-mantas while the fourth helped Karis direct the drone-cart’s laser. Just as Eliard had used a precision laser from the Device to burn through the Endurance’s vault doors, the drone-cart used a laser to melt a hole through the ice and snow beneath them. The captain saw Karis, in her slightly darker tactical suit, counting down as she watched her wrist computer until she made a quick ‘cut it off’ motion when they had reached their required depth.

      More hand signals followed, as the tactical guards, one by one, seized heavy guns that mounted to servos on their belts from the cart and started down the steep incline of the tunnel.

      Karis was pointing at him, and Eliard guessed that she wanted to go last, as they followed the line of four guards into the freezing tunnel, disconcertingly seeing long fingers of ice already stretching across the entrance. A moment later and the section manager had ordered the drone-cart to follow behind, where it promptly unpacked a part of its back and started extending a drill and pipe that he saw would work to pump air down into the tunnel around them in case it froze over completely. Not that Eliard was worried, there was available oxygen on the planet, and even his archaic and simplified scrapper suit could filter and extract the available oxygen from his surroundings and keep him alive. Besides which, I don’t think that the Device will let me die yet, he thought.

      But Karis seemed to be running this expedition by the Armcore playbook, he thought. Which meant that everything had to have fail-safes and back-ups.

      The tunnel that the laser had made ahead of them was barely big enough for two people side by side, and the walls were a strange translucent blue ice. Within a few moments, all sound of the storm on the surface had disappeared, and they were walking through a frozen, silent realm. It was like purgatory. It was like a mausoleum, the captain thought.

      “Sir?” one of the lead guards called softly, using his real voice amplifier, not the suit communicators, the captain noticed. Up ahead, the burn had finished in a jumble of ice blocks, but no subterranean station.

      “Damn it, we must have missed it be a few meters.” Eliard saw her sweep a handheld scanner back and forth over the walls until it pinged, then she pointed at that part of wall. “There’s a hollow cavity beyond here. Just be careful. I don’t want us to blow up a buried fuel cell or something.”

      The two guards at the front reseated their harness guns and instead drew out small disks from their suits. Micro charges, the captain thought in horror. Won’t that bring the entire tunnel down around them?

      But the guards knew what they were doing. They pressed down on the disks, and Eliard watched as one side telescoped to a few inches long. The blast would become tapered and force it into one direction only, he saw, as they packed them into the bottom of the wall and hurriedly clanked out of the way.

      There was a rumble, and…PHOOM!

      Everyone was showered with an explosion-wave of snow and pelted with ice fragments, but when the snow sighed and eddied lower to the floor, the captain saw that they had indeed done it. What had been a blocked tunnel was now a collapsed scree of ice boulders, revealing a wide, open ice-cave.

      It was dark, until Karis released a light drone barely bigger than a hummingbird, yet as radiant as a torch. It revealed a not very wide, but very high vaulted ice cave, whose walls were glistening blue and white, and who had metal reinforced archways leading off in three directions.

      And a hole in the ground.

      Not just a hole, Eliard saw. It was a wide, circular emptiness, narrower than the tunnel that they had created, and it was made of the same hardened blue ice. “They must have burnt their way down,” Eliard murmured, just as his eye caught something glimmering in the darkness.

      “Wait!” he called out, but there was a bright flash of sparks and all light in the room went suddenly out as the light drone exploded. It had hovered down on its tiny rotor wings to investigate the pit, and the captain had seen the faintest glimmer of bluish radiance, almost on the turn to purple: a meson forcefield, similar to the security grid system that Armcore Prime itself used, and it was extended across the flat surface of the pit.

      “Nuts,” he heard Karis say as she found her next light drone and threw it into the air, this time using her wrist computer to direct it. “Everyone see that? A meson field over the pit. No one get too close.”

      “I guess that explains the warp core usage,” Eliard grumbled as he followed the other guards up the jumble of rocks and into the atrium-like room. “It would take a warp field to generate enough power to keep that running all these years,” he stated heavily, picking up a handful of ice dust and throwing it over the hole to watch it flare into non-existence as it hit the meson bars.

      “Sure enough.” Karis had already knelt by the side of the pit and was using her wrist computer to scan the cloudy blue stuff to detect what was generating the field. “Aha.” She tapped a wavy patch of ice near the lip of the pit and lowered her blaster to it.

      “Woah—” Eliard once again tried to forestall disaster, but it was too late. The section manager fired, and there was a sudden fizz of sparks and a small plume of black smoke as she killed the node transmitting the meson field.

      “It had to go,” Karis said defensively. “We do have to go down there, after all, and I don’t fancy being chunked into cubes on the way down.” There were a few murmured agreements from the other guards—not that it was a democracy. “You got a problem with that, Captain?” The section manager fixed him with a stare.

      What’s the point in arguing? he thought. “We just don’t know why Armcore put that there…” he said. “Was it to stop others from going down there, or…” Or to stop whatever was down there from climbing out? He didn’t have to say it.

      “Enough, Martin. You two, take the nine o’clock door.” Karis had already dismissed his fears. “You two, the six o’clock.” She turned to the Captain with a brittle smile. “Which leaves you and me with the one o’clock.”

      “Outstanding,” the captain growled.
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      As it turned out, the metal archways they encountered did not necessarily mean metal corridors, or even a solid structure behind the door. The metal arches were just that: industrial metal doorframes to act as reinforcements against the snow and ice, on the other side of which was another smooth-blue tunnel cut into the ice.

      Only this one wasn’t so blue.

      “What in the sweet name of Venus…” Eliard started to say as he saw what the drone-light had revealed.

      There was a body in the wall of the ice. No, two bodies. Eliard reappraised the jumble of limbs and cloth fragments. They were stuck in the ice, a little way underneath it, with parts that were so near the surface that it looked as though their bare fingers were only just under the surface of clear water.

      Only they weren’t swimming at all, they were rent and mutilated, their limbs broken and crushed, and their bodies elongated and horribly twisted at strange angles. It appeared to be two men wearing light-weight Armcore encounter suits, which meant that they had reinforced spine plates, shoulder-pads, and all sorts of countermeasures to avoid being crushed and torn as easily as a leaf on the wind.

      But what was worse than all of that was the one face that Eliard could make out. It was fuzzy and opaque, the layers of ice turning it into a ghostly apparition of what it had once been, but it appeared to be screaming in such terror that the captain was sure that the young man would have died of fright alone, were it not for his ruined body. Of the second form, the head couldn’t be made out in the murk and frozen waves of ice. Although it might not be there at all, the captain considered, looking at the state of the other parts of the body all around it.

      “Could they have become stuck in the ice?” Eliard hoped. “And the ice sheets, as they cracked and moved…”

      “No.” The section manager shook her head. “If the ice sheet had moved, we would have seen this entire corridor break and tear and reform, but it hasn’t. It’s almost as if they were thrown there, and the impact was so strong that it embedded them into the ice…”

      “Which, after a few decades, slowly froze over them…” Eliard nodded his agreement, not that he wanted to. It was easy to tell that they were at least a few decades old—their suits had the old Armcore logo, the one with the entire name written under a star the current CEO’s father had favored. Eliard might be a pirate, but that meant that he had to know a little about his chief enemy. Each familial CEO got to choose their own logo for the company, and it would become the emblem of terror to freebooters like him for however many years the seniors could hold onto the hot seat.

      “Seventeen years ago, to be precise,” Karis agreed. It was no surprise to Eliard that the section manager would know these kinds of details.

      The tunnel curved slightly to another door, but this time, it did not appear to be set in place to hold the ice tunnel together. Instead, the ice had been smoothed and hollowed around the elongated oval of a door, and the door itself was made of a dull, burnished red metal, with the words AC990alpha.

      Just the sight of that word made Eliard shudder and widen his eyes as he turned to look at the section manager, who nodded. Alpha. Was it a coincidence?

      “That’s an intelligence vehicle, though,” Karis muttered under her breath. “Back then, they used the classification of AC for Armcore, 99 for intelligence, 88 for logistics, 77 for combat troops, and so on.”

      “And the, uh…alpha?” Eliard said lightly.

      “I don’t know, could just be a vehicle designation,” the woman said into the darkness, although it didn’t sound like she was very convinced.

      “You got some special Armcore way of getting in?” Eliard raised the Device, already starting to feel like this whole trip was something that he didn’t want to be on. I’m done with Armcore secrets, he thought as the Device on his arm started to morph and change into a powerful hand cannon.

      “Wait.” She apparently did, her hands flickering through the faint hologram projections produced by her wrist computer. “I’m sending it all the authorization codes of intelligence section going back a couple decades, one of them will have to—”

      BZZT! There was a hiss of steam and the door attempted to slide to one side, but its servos promptly seized up and it got stuck halfway.

      “Dammit!” Karis managed to say, hitting the holographic controls again.

      “Don’t worry, we can fit. It’ll be tight, but…” Eliard had already lowered himself to a crouch and wormed his way through the half-open door to the actual metal corridor of the Armcore lander on the other side.

      And to the pile of mutilated, frozen bodies.
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      “Holy—” Captain Eliard’s personal choice of swear words were cut short by the disturbing sound of something underneath him. Us, his mind revised. Underneath us. It was a distant groan like a booming sound, making his teeth grind and his eyes sweep to the floor.

      But nothing was happening, apart from standing a few feet away from a tide of frozen Armcore bodies.

      “Did you hear that… Holy crap!” the section manager joined him, looking pale and worried at the recent earth-shaking sound that they had heard, and also at the metal lander corridor filled with the dead.

      “They were torn apart,” Karis said.

      “Well…not actually,” the captain corrected. “More like crushed.” His voice sounded high, even to himself, and he knew that it was the anxiety of the situation.

      “Computer? Full scan. Lifeforms. Electrical disturbances…” he heard the section manager speak to her wrist computer, and there was a slow progression of green flashing lights moving across her wrist.

      Unidentifiable Lifeforms Detected. Three. Approx. 1-ton Creatures at 125, 162.3, and 168.1 Meters from your Location. Would you like a projection?

      “Yes I would…” Eliard couldn’t take his eyes from the bodies as he heard the woman respond.

      In the air above Karis’s wrist appeared a hazy three-dimensional image with the barest shadows of their environment picked out in blue light, and with brighter, wavering green pinpricks of light nearby. Four of them had the small ‘A’ beacons over their green lights that told her they were her fellow Armcore guards exploring the other rooms in the underground station, but the other unidentifiable three were moving much further out, two below their current level in the ice, and one just a little bit higher.

      “The snow-mantas, I think…” the woman said through clenched teeth, “I don’t know if that was them who made that noise? Maybe they hit a faultline in the ice?”

      Eliard shook his head that he had no idea as he carefully stepped between the bodies and to the far side of the corridor. There appeared to be about five humans here—although he couldn’t be absolutely certain, given the way that they were so grotesquely entangled with each other. All wore the Armcore insignia on their encounter suits. Not that these suits are combat ones, he thought, noticing that they were far less protected and built-up as Karis’s heavy tactical or indeed the suits on the dead Armcore guards frozen into the wall outside.

      “Scientists,” the section manager said, with a prod at one of the frozen bodies, “Intelligence division.”

      “Same as you,” Eliard couldn’t help himself from saying.

      “Yeah,” she muttered disagreeably. “That’s a good sign that this was kept off the books, or as much as possible. Intelligence division acts as its own deployment. We have trained intelligence-soldiers, intelligence-medics…”

      “Intelligence-scientists.” Eliard nodded. But what were they doing down here?

      The corridor ended in a large door, with two narrower bulkhead doors, one to either side of them. “Take your pick.” Eliard nodded, readying the Device.

      “Eenie, meanie, miney…” she started on the left-hand side door. “Unlock override. Authorization: Section Manager Karis, Intelligence Division,” she called out and raised her rifle at the same time as a light flickered on overhead and the door hissed upwards.

      To reveal a mess hall. The lights tried to flicker on, with only half of them succeeding, to illuminate a rounded metal room with tables bolted to the floor, and cooking dispensers along one side. There were thankfully no bodies here, but there were still the meals of several crewmembers frozen to the metal tables, one still with its plastic spork frozen into a grey-brown mush.

      “Huh…” Eliard felt a shadow of déjà vu. He had seen something like this before: the Adiba Research Station, where they had recovered the Device. The Q’Lot had attacked so quickly, and the virus had spread so rapidly, that the crew members hadn’t had time to finish their meals or retrieve their standard gear.

      They had evacuated the station, he remembered, just as he remembered that it was Cassandra who had done all the analysis and figuring out of that hellhole. The similarity between the two experiences unnerved him for a moment. Cassandra had died in a place just like this…

      “They left in a hurry,” Karis echoed the House Archival Agent unconsciously, making Eliard wince and turn his eyes away, to see the gouge marks on the metal floors.

      “And they had reason too,” he said, walking toward the scene so his suit lights would pick up the splotches of dried and frozen blood, and the great gouges like metal claws.

      “What could have done that?” Karis said in horror.

      Eliard thought of the mutants that the Q’Lot virus had turned the scientists into. They could have done that. Is that what this place is? Maybe that was why Ponos had brought them here. This place could have been a precursor to the Adiba Research Station and the Q’Lot virus?

      If it was, then I have no intention of meeting any more of those mutant things… he thought grimly. “Nothing else in here,” he said, heading back out to the corridor with a superstitious glance to the bodies to make sure that they had remained dead. He waited for Karis to authorize that door to unlock as well.

      This one was a simple bunk-bed crew room with three-tiered stacks of metal cots against the walls and a simple equipment locker in the middle. Apart from the continuing disarray of blankets, open equipment lockers, and still-in-place personal effects on the back of the bunks, there was nothing to suggest foul play.

      Apart from, of course, the continual disarray itself, he thought as he tried to see this room with the eyes of a House Archival Agent. “Don’t they teach you guys to make your beds three times a day or something?” Eliard growled.

      “And shine our encounter suits and all the rest of it, yeah…” The section manager nodded that she too had seen the discrepancy. This place looked like a dorm room for noble house teenagers—and Eliard would know, since he had once been one of them a long time ago at the Trevalyn Academy. More evidence that whatever had attacked them had done so with such terrifying speed and force that they barely had time to slide from their bunks and pull on their encounter suits

      And get killed.

      Eliard sighed heavily, turning to the very last of the doors in the corridor, the one that looked like the main one. Under Karis’s authorization, it split apart down the middle and revealed something that Eliard hadn’t been expecting.

      “Is that a…nursery?”
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      This room was bigger than all of the others combined, a rough semi-circle that, Eliard saw, must have occupied one entire half of the Armcore Lander. It was split on two levels, with a gantry going around the level of the doors that they had walked out of and a set of stairs going both up to a higher gallery level, and down to the floor.

      Around the middle gantry balcony there was a continuous wall of computer banks, screens, and consoles. The captain recognized one or two of the instruments as having to do with fuel injection, but other than that, he was at a loss. The top-most gallery, from where they stood, seemed to be mostly screens, leers, and chairs. A navigation/flight deck? the captain wondered.

      But it was the lowest ‘ground floor’ level that both the captain and the section manager were most stumped by. In its exact center was an open-topped crystal-glass box, with what appeared to be a chair and a variety of what could only be described as toys. The man shuddered.

      There was a brightly-colored red and white ball, and a large, smooth plastic four-spoked toy jack, the sort that children sometimes used to play by picking up and throwing, only this one was much, much bigger.

      There also appeared to be a mostly dismantled set of children’s colorful building blocks, each one of different configurations. Some were green rectangles with a segment missing, others were rhomboids with extra protrusions, and so on and so on.

      “This is sick,” Eliard stated.

      “Welcome to the world of Armcore intelligence,” Karis muttered under her breath, already moving down the metal stairs to the bottom. The captain couldn’t make out if that meant that she was admitting to this sort of thing with pride, nonchalance, or disgust, as he followed her down.

      See with the eyes of an analyst, an agent, he tried to tell himself. What was it that Cassandra had said? Don’t look at what’s there. Look at what’s out of place. What should be there but isn’t, or what is surprising and out of context.

      Eliard rather thought that the whole stars-damned thing was out of context. A nursery in the middle of a military research lander, in the skin of a frozen world over a great big pile of Valyien ruins? But he persevered, anyway.

      Next to the nursery were other sorts of implements. There were two sleek black handrails beside a rubber tread-mat, as if this was a sports training facility. On the far side, a larger red-and-white-striped ball like some overgrown cousin of the slightly smaller one inside. And finally, there appeared a large metal table with two chairs on either side of it, and a stack of manila folders to one side.

      Idly, the captain moved to these first and teased at the plastic-covered cardboard, wondering if it was frozen like everything else, if it would snap when he moved it.

      It didn’t, but the pages inside were frozen solid into a wedge of paper. He could see the top-most image, at least.

      It was a child’s rough drawing, like a large stickman with an overlarge, rounded head, a ‘T’ for shoulders, long arms with massive line-drawn fingers, and just two brackets for feet.

      But the giant stickman wasn’t alone. It was also joined by another that Eliard thought had been just an attempt at scenery, until his eyes started thinking in the language of the drawing. It was another stickman, this time a much smaller one, and it was broken with the ‘T’ of its body at odd angles to each other, and the arms like Ws. It was also in that classic pose of all unconsciousness, sleep, and death in such pictures: flat on floor at the much larger stickman’s feet.

      “It’s the size.” Eliard stepped back hurriedly, looking back around the nursery as he finally saw what indeed was out of place here, apart from everything, that was. It was the size of the toys and the walking treadmill. Even the chair behind the screen, and the first, smaller striped ball, were still things far larger than a toddler or child could easily manipulate.

      “What?” The section manager had walked to the door underneath the stairs at the ground floor, reading the words on small wall-plaque there. “Engine Room. Stores.”

      “The size of everything,” the captain explained, pointing out each item in turn. “If this was the containment facility for some kind of baby, it was a very big baby.

      “Not a human baby, though,” Karis said offhandedly. “I’m surprised that you haven’t figured that out yet.” She shook her head.

      “What? How do you know that?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Human babies need food, water, and lots and lots of cleaning facilities.” She nodded to the crystal-glass container. “Look. It’s spotless.”

      “Maybe they cleaned up before whatever it was attacked them?” Eliard said, but he knew in his heart that she was right.

      “Never mind the speculation. Let’s see what this thing really was, shall we?” She walked to the largest console, and her hands started to flicker over the physical keys until there was a chime and a whirr as green-lit LEDs flared nearby.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Enhanced Cognitive Network 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Project Log for Station Commander Nkolos, Captain 3rd Rank, Intelligence Division.

      My crew aren’t happy about this. They have heard scare stories about Epsilon G3, that it’s haunted, that it’s plagued with monsters and all the rest.

      As you know, the planet is a classified Valyien ruin site, but as yet no significant retrieval has begun, to my knowledge, anyway.

      I have to say that I share their concern about coming here to conduct a series of developmental tests when this site clearly has a lot of its own mysteries—and dangers—yet to explore.
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      Upon landing, Epsilon G3—‘The Ice Cube,’ as my crew have come to call it not-so-affectionately—has shown itself to be a hazardous environment. We lost three scouting drones in as many hours thanks to storms, and one crew member was taken by one of those accursed snow-manta things. I have requested heavier support and set up a perimeter of micro-missile sites as well as mines that should keep them away.

      Our orders have been simple so far: establish the lander site, test the equipment. Results have proved variously mixed. Some scan readings are becoming impossible during the heaviest storms, and I am to expect that we will lose all data-space connection with Armcore Prime during these.

      As for our subject, the developmental tests are going well. The ECN1 (Enhanced Cognitive Network 1) is positively responding and interacting to its environment. It shows ability to recognize and manipulate simple handheld objects, but as yet cannot move itself without significant outside aid. I just wish that the scientists had designed it a little smaller!
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      It has been several days since my last log, for which I apologize. A particularly bad ice storm occupied the northern part of the planet, meaning that all scans and communication were useless, and no patrols or repair missions were possible. We have been working around the clock to just keep the lander systems working, and not freezing up or malfunctioning. More later.
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      Development tests on the Enhanced Cognitive Network 1 are showing a remarkable degree of insight that I haven’t usually seen in such models. It has full mobility now inside its containment zone, and it is able to perform all tasks requested of it, as well as seeming to take a greater intuitive interest in us, its observation team.

      Several times, I have walked into the start of my shift to see the ECN1 standing at the nearest point to the nearest member of staff, not doing anything, just…watching them. I am taking this as a remarkably good sign!
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      After having forwarded my results to Prime, through one of the few small windows of data-space connection, I have to say that I am ill-pleased with the impact that it has had. Not only are my crew killing themselves out here in the frontiers, with no guarantee that we wont all be frozen and crushed in the next ice-storm, but now the orders have come down from Ponos that a complete halt is to be put on all ECN1 tests while they conduct a ‘procedural review.’

      While we sit here and twiddle our thumbs, risking our lives against monsters and freezing conditions, Ponos is currently involved in some squabble with the senior about what the point is that we are even doing here!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      All tests have been suspended, I promise, but the ECN1 continues to ‘grow.’ Although we have had absolutely no interaction with it, it has started to make tapping gestures on the containment unit whenever one of my staff enters the room. It appears confused, lost even, if such a thing is possible for a robot…
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      Today has been a long cycle indeed. I am only too glad to return to my work after seeing the shuttle containing the Ponos-drone lift off.

      It arrived just the last cycle, in an Excellent-class Armcore traveler, no less! Since then it has raked me and my crew over the coals over every aspect of our mission and insisted on meeting ECN1.

      That meeting was strange. I know that Ponos was currently using the small spy-drone merely as a transmitter for its greater intelligence elsewhere, but as the tiny floating thing approached the metal mecha ECN1, I “felt” as though I was watching two similar beings.

      Both Ponos and ECN1 appeared fascinated with each other, observing each other’s movements carefully, before the ECN1 tried to communicate. It started to emit an electronic sort of noise at Ponos, but the Armcore intelligence professed that it could not understand it. Our tests have been allowed to continue.
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      I am deeply concerned about ECN1. Since progressing to Stage 2, letting it comingle with the humans of the observation station, it has started to exhibit dangerous, seemingly sadistic behaviours. It broke Officer Horsham’s finger yesterday, for no other reason than it appeared to be testing how brittle it was. We have of course gene-coded and healed Horsham, but she has stated that she will not go near ‘the thing’ again. It is such talk that spreads easily amongst a small, isolated crew as this, and I will have to keep a close eye on their psychological morale.

      A part of the Stage 2 program, of course, has been the continuance of the eventual aim of the project: the development of the intuitive machine intelligence. Stars know why on earth they decided to do it here of all places, on Epsilon G3.

      To that end, however, we have been instructed to start ‘creativity challenges’ and one of which is where the ECN1 creates simple drawings.

      Each one shows the ECN1 engaged in some sort of volatile, violent, or murderous act.
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      Stage 3 has just been released and downloaded to our servers. I don’t understand it. We are to remove all conditioning software from the ECN1 and encourage it to accompany an away team down to the as-yet unexplored ruin site below us.

      I do not know why. Is it to test the ECN1’s responses? Its ability to act and react in a new environment?
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      Stage 3 has been…completed. I think.

      Of what I am about to write now, I will probably delete as I will delete this entire log in the near future, because some things should probably die with me whenever the stars call me.

      Or maybe I am a coward, I don’t know.

      I was on the away mission down the ice tunnel to the ruins. We were under strict orders to use a meson security barrier at all times, only turning it off when we were making passage. It was a pain as it makes the central ice lobby pretty lethal if you don’t know where you are going, but we had managed to obey the orders, of course.

      The ECN1 appeared confused at first at what we were ordering it to do, but after a little while, it agreed with a nod and that electronic whine, and indeed appeared even excited—or willing at least—to accompany us. I have to say that it was a little unnerving to walk beside that seven-foot tall beast of metal knowing that there weren’t any software safe-codes active in its programming!

      We rappelled down the ice shute and what we found down there was…

      Breath-taking is too nice a world.

      Awful might be a better one. Awful or awesome. An entire mountain made by alien hands. It’s been eroded and crushed by the ice sheets of course, but it was clear which areas were still intact by the lights that the original Armcore surveyors had put in place. They revealed a wide ledge of sandish-colored stone, leading inside the mountain near the top.

      There are galleries and halls in there. Narrow, but long and higher than you would believe, and their walls are covered with elaborate carvings of organic shapes, I think—creatures that must have been the Valyien or were perhaps their gods. Four-legged. Six-limbed things that are almost beetle-like, but with tentacles… The images were maddening and grotesque, but ECN1 regarded them with apparent interest.

      We were under no orders what to do with the Enhanced Cognitive Network once down there, but the metal steps of the robot appeared to take its own course, as if it already knew. It led us down the central avenues and passageways until we came to a wide and grander room, even than any of the others that we had been in before.

      And that was where something happened.

      The room appeared to be a throne room, only one that was without a throne. There was a set if stairs that led up and up and up for many paces until finally it reached a platform up there under the empty dark space before the roof of the mountain. There were two pillars up there of black rock, and nothing more.

      What was this? A Valyien temple? A shrine?

      We accompanied the ECN1 as it ascended the steps, eagerly, I think, to stand between those pillars and…wait.

      I cannot describe how I know that something happened, but something did. I felt it, as did every one of my crew. There was a change in the air, a coldness, a freshness, even down there surrounded by the kilometres of plate-ice. I felt something strange happen between those pillars, and I do not know what it was. When the ECN1 turned around, it appeared and acted just as normal as it had ever done, but I knew that there was something different about it. A way that it walked perhaps, or the way that it would raise its metallic head to regard you the moment before you talked to it.

      It is different, and, although it appears willing and compliant now, I fear for what has happened down there under the ice. But believe me this: if it so much as raises a metal claw toward my staff, I will blast it to smithereens and shove its remains back down that ice chute where it belongs…

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Alpha

          

        

      

    

    
      “Alpha,” Eliard said, it all coming together in his head with an awful, terrible symmetry.

      “Explain.” The section manager took a step back from the console, a nervous step back, Eliard had to notice. They had just finished reading the captain’s log about what had happened here, and Eliard thought that he knew exactly what it was.

      He had thought that he’d seen the birth of Alpha back on the moon of Tritho. He had been wrong. It had been the, what… Rebirth?

      And what was even worse was that Ponos knew all about it. “Baby brother, he used to call it.” Eliard remembered his first meeting with Ponos, in the heart of Armcore Prime.

      “You’re not making any sense, Captain.” Karis was now looking around the nursery room, seeing the over-sized child’s toys with new, understanding eyes. They weren’t toys at all. This place was a containment cell, an experiment in a new type of sentience.

      “You really need to be told?” Eliard sighed. “Isn’t it all in my files you lot doubtless have on me somewhere?”

      The section manager scowled briefly, before walking to the table where the ‘creativity lessons’ had occurred. She looked at the front piece of frozen paper where the Enhanced Cognitive Network robot was pictured, standing over the body of a broken man—as broken as the very real bodies in the hallway outside, or embedded in the walls beyond even that.

      “Actually, I didn’t even know that it was you and your crew at Tritho. I told you that this was gold chair clearance, and that I and the rest of the Endurance had been requisitioned by Ponos to try and help you stop the Alpha-machine. All the access records told me was the basics: that Alpha was an experiment gone wrong, and that Ponos believed that you had the ability to put a stop to it.” She finally looked up, and Eliard recognized the hurt look he saw in her features. It was precisely the same sort of hurt look that he had worn most of his time at the Trevalyn Academy. Betrayal. The people you look up to as your heroes are just using you for their own benefit.

      “So no, I don’t know all about it,” she said.

      The captain nodded. That was good enough for him. “When we were at Tritho, we saw the Armcore people there excavate something like an underground pyramid, just as there is supposed to be some kind of underground pyramid below our feet.” He nodded to the floor.

      “And they summoned something out of the depths, like a metal orb, but it unfolded like a petal, and it was connected by wires to Armcore control boxes. Later, it turned out that was the core intelligence of Alpha, what we thought was a new type of machine intelligence, software that had been spliced with Valyien technology.”

      The section manager nodded.

      “So, when we realized how dangerous it was, thanks to House Archival actually, we were told that we had to talk to Ponos, the only machine intelligence who might have the chops to stop the Alpha. Ponos had known of the Alpha experiment—it called Alpha ‘little brother’—but it seemed that the Senior CEO of Armcore had also been keeping parts of the Alpha experiment back from Ponos,” Eliard explained. “When Ponos realized that it was going to be replaced, outstripped by an alien intelligence that was vastly superior to even it, that was when Ponos agreed to help stop Alpha, and why I am here, and why I am like this.” He waved the Device.

      “But what has this got to do with this robot here, this ECN 1 thing?” Karis asked.

      She’s being willfully obstinate, Captain Eliard Martin thought. Like she doesn’t want to see the horror for what it truly is.

      “Ponos called Alpha little brother, meaning that it already knew him. It already regarded him as a relative,” Eliard explained further. He didn’t know if he could explain adequately how he knew what he was about to say was true, but he knew it all the same. This was true. He could feel the truth of it as deeply in the marrow of his bones as the Q’Lot virus was fundamentally entwined with his DNA now. There was no arguing it.

      “What’s the name of this lander?” Eliard asked, then waited for her face to fall.

      “The AC990alpha,” she quoted the name stenciled to the front door that they had walked through to see that grisly sight.

      “Alpha.” Eliard nodded. “If Armcore were to merge some human-built machine intelligence with Valyien code, then they had to build that machine intelligence somewhere, right? And Ponos didn’t know everything about it, it seemed to me, so it couldn’t have been grown in the code-labs on Armcore Prime.”

      Karis was nodding, finally catching up to speed with what the captain was suggesting. “They grew him here. As a robot. Inside a robot.” She nodded, tapping her chin. “I’ve heard of this kind of thing before, but I had thought that the practice had been proven outdated and foolish, that human intelligence can be recreated only through bodily sensations, haptic processing, they call it, and that you get a different type of machine intelligence if you create it solely in a memory server.”

      It sounded feasible to Eliard at least, but he wished that he had Irie down here with him now. She would know what was going on here, he was sure.

      “And they tried to do something with that new intelligence, they tried to teach it new ways to grow and to think…” Eliard stated.

      “Only it just wanted to kill people,” the section manager said dryly.

      Was it something about being an Armcore program? Captain Eliard wondered. Was it because Alpha was the errant son of a military-industrial complex that it couldn’t help but grow up to want to be a soldier? Or was it something about this place, he thought darkly. This harsh, austere planet on the edge of nowhere that had its monsters prowling the ice fields that had imprinted that cruelty into it at an impressionable age?

      “Whatever happened, it didn’t work,” Eliard continued, thinking through the last entries of Captain Nkolos’ log that they had so recently read. “Or maybe it did. Maybe that was precisely what Armcore wanted to happen. The Alpha ECN1 was going to be a meld of ancient Valyien anyway, right? Maybe that was why they wanted to send it down to the ruins. Introduce it to its godparents, so to speak.”

      “The Valyien are all dead,” Karis said suddenly and vehemently, standing up tall. “Everyone knows that. They died centuries before humanity even discovered jet propulsion!”

      “Are you sure about that?” Eliard asked. He couldn’t help it. It was a nagging suspicion that had been growing in him ever since he also had the Q’Lot virus growing in him. He raised the Device so that the section manager could see it clearly. “These beings are supposed to be a myth as well, but look at me!” The captain managed a wry smile.

      “The Q’Lot fought against the Valyien and their slave-race the Duergar, and they canceled each other out,” Karis restated the traditional wisdom. “Maybe some of the Q’Lot ships survived, and so became the premises of the deep space and Frontier ghost stories, but not the Valyien. The Valyien all died. They’re extinct.”

      “It sounds to me as if you are working awfully hard to convince someone that isn’t me,” Eliard said evenly. “Just for the record, I hope that you’re right. I hope that the Valyien are really gone, and that all that’s left of them is their smoldering ruins.” He looked up at her sharply. “But humanity has been living off those ruins, and Armcore in particular, ever since we made it to the stars. Every single breakthrough in science, meson manipulation, plasma control, warp drive, energy generation, data-space and quantum entanglement? It all comes from Valyien tech!”

      “So? Why shouldn’t we use a tool if we find it lying on the ground and its owner had died hundreds of years before?” Karis said, but she didn’t sound anywhere near as sure as she had just a few minutes ago. If anything, Eliard thought, she sounded terrified.

      “How would a second-rate pirate captain know all of that stuff about technology anyway?” she scoffed. She didn’t seek to deny his claim, Eliard noted, but she scoffed.

      “I have had the benefit of two very knowledgable women teach me a thing or two,” Eliard said quietly, thinking of Irie Hanson, now infected with the Q’Lot virus, and Cassandra Milan, now dead because of that very same virus. Maybe I’m beginning to learn something, he thought. Maybe all this time zooming around space has finally taught me something.

      If it had, then he was sure that the message that Cassandra, Irie, and even Ponos in his own way had been trying to hammer home to him was a simple one: always expect the universe to kick you when you least expect it.

      “So they failed with Alpha ECN1 here maybe.” Eliard coughed and came back to his argument. “But they tried again on Tritho.”

      “If you’re right, Captain,” Karis said, “then I bet you there will have to be some kind of retrieval logs of the experiment. Armcore will have had to replicate, duplicate, or upload the Alpha ECN intelligence to take to Tritho.” She turned quickly to go back to the console where they had just been, and after a few moments of urgent swiping, tapping, and clipped voice commands, he saw her shoulders eventually slump.

      “Final report,” she read out. “Epsilon G3-ov visited by Armcore drone-fleet comprising twenty-three hunter drones, three weapons platforms, and twelve logistics drones.” She sounded crushed. “There is a report here of finding all of the bodies, including the Captain Nkolos…”

      Eliard considered asking which one he was, but then realized that he didn’t want to know.

      “The drone-fleet report says that they did not manage to isolate the ECN1, so instead they reinstalled the meson security barrier and duplicated all files from the AC990Alpha Lander—” A pause. “—including a complete copy of the ECN1 machine intelligence. They set the lander on an automatic maintenance cycle, so that it would permanently keep the barrier up and running.”

      “Holy stars…” Eliard almost choked on the revelation. “They didn’t destroy the original machine? The original ECN1?”

      The section manager reread the section again, carefully, and even conducted another careful search of the logs. “No. There is no record of the original ECN1 having been destroyed, either by Captain Nkolos and his crew, or the drone-fleet that Armcore sent.”

      “I guess it’s too much to hope that it wandered off onto the surface of the planet and froze to death?” Eliard hazarded. The universe always finds a way to kick you when you least expect it. “Because…what you just told me means that the original copy of Alpha is still roaming around down here, inside a metal robot body, and it sounds like when Ponos brought us here, he asked us to retrieve it.”

      And, a part of him thought, the section manager blasted the meson security barrier apart just half a watch ago.

      Alert! Alert! Alert!

      At that precise moment, a warning alarm sliced through their conversation like a knife.
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      Alert! Alert! Alert!

      They both jumped suddenly as Karis’s wrist computer broke into an alarm, flashing warning orange lights.

      “Holy heavens! What is it?” she shouted at it.

      Immediate Attention Required: We have lost contact with Armcore Operative Dalyn… Immediate Attention Required: We have lost contact with Armcore Operative Brown…

      They are dropping like flies. Eliard was already on his feet, the Device on his arm mutating and its scales sliding back to reveal a multi-fanged weapon. “Where were they?” he barked, heading for the stairs up.

      “Back in the atrium. Southern passage!” Karis had her heavy rifle low and ready to use at a moment’s notice.

      “South?” Eliard said in exasperation as he got to the doors, ducked and swung out with the Device raised but saw nothing more than the corridor filled with bodies.

      “Just turn right!” she called out derisively behind him.

      Eliard’s mad rush slowed as he made his way over, and sometimes through, the frozen crunch of bodies to squeeze through the half-open door of the lander once more. There, on the other side, was the passage with the frozen servicemen still stuck in the ice, and the central atrium with its hole in the floor, leading down toward the Valyien ruins.

      Where are they? Where are the other two Armcore guards? Eliard was thinking, swinging across the atrium toward the right-hand passage

      Just as a shape burst out of it.

      It was large, far larger than Eliard, and it gleamed darkly with the sheen of metal. The captain caught a glimpse of a curiously humanoid face, but one that was cast out of sleek black metal, and expressionless, like a statue. Not even any LED lights in the place of eyes.

      It lashed out with a hand, metal servo-fingers expanding to grab at him.

      Phab-BOOM! Eliard fired, and the corridor was filled with the white and orange flash of plasma as something hit him, throwing him against the wall.

      “Martin!” Distantly, through ringing ears, he heard the section manager shriek, but he was still rebounding from the wall to collapse on the floor and roll across the hard ice, the salt and iron taste of blood in his mouth.

      Whumpf! Whumpf! He heard the report of the section manager’s meson rifle, the sound of smashing and the pounding crunch of heavy metal feet on the ice, and then it was gone. Silence flooded over the passage like a blanket, apart from the hiss of steam from the ice walls.

      “Martin?” Karis’s voice was far less sure then it had been before, as Eliard groaned and turned over. His chest felt tight and it was painful to breathe, but he could blink, and then he could see. He was lying with his back on the southbound passageway that led out of the atrium, and the section manager was crouching at the mouth, her rifle pointed at the ice chute.

      “It went down there. Just jumped as fast as anything…” Her voice was tight and small.

      “It was the ECN?” Eliard said, pushing himself up. His right hand ached, and when he looked at it, he saw that the Device’s toothed maw was cycling down, the bright red glow of its fangs slowly returning to green, to blue, and finally to the solid scales as it recompacted itself.

      “Crap, Martin, are you alright?” Karis had turned to spare him a look, and the worry and shock that he saw on her face was enough to make him look down on his chest, where his encounter suit was horribly crushed.

      Oh, crap. That’s supposed to be where my air filter is, right? He looked at the crushed ends of the molded plastic housing that would regulate and filter the oxygen from his surroundings.

      It was crushed in the five-digit splay of a hand, as if he had been pushed with such force that it should have been enough to crush his ribcage, but he didn’t feel like anything was broken.

      “Can you breathe?” Karis called over her shoulder as she turned to train the rifle on the ice tunnel in case the thing came back.

      “Yeah, pretty easily actually…” Eliard laughed. Epsilon G3 had a slightly higher than Earth normal oxygen ratio, so he didn’t even need the visor on, but the Armcore operatives had kept theirs in place, claiming that it helped all the same. In fact, he didn’t know why he was bothering now, as he swept the visor back from his face. “All good,” he said with a thumbs-up as he stood up.

      “Just don’t do any spacewalks in that thing,” she muttered.

      Irie will kill me for getting her beloved suits damaged, Eliard thought. “Did you get it?” he said. “Did I?”

      “I know I hit it at least once, and there was a lot of glare and steam, but it didn’t seem to even slow it down.” she was saying.

      “Did you get a good look at it?” Eliard said. “The thing was too fast for me…”

      “Mecha,” the section manager stated. “Smooth and precision built, not militarized like the Ponos avatar is. Human-normal, but much larger.” She shrugged. “If that is all that it is, then we can take it out for sure.”

      The captain thought that the likelihood of that being all that ECN1, the prototype of Alpha itself, was would be highly unlikely, but he had other concerns than that.

      “I’m not sure we’re supposed to destroy it,” he heard himself say. “Despite how much I want to right now.”

      She nodded. “You think Ponos meant to capture it? Learn from it?”

      The captain shrugged. “There might be something to it, there might be a clue or a weakness that Ponos can discover from it, or use it as a way to manipulate the Alpha-machine?” He really wished that he had Cassandra or Irie here, as they would know a whole lot more about what the game-plan could be. But we have the opportunity to get our hands on a prototype Alpha. An Alpha before it was upgraded with Valyien technology?

      “Dalyn and Brown,” Eliard said, turning to the last metal frame at the end of the corridor. There was light inside, but it wasn’t any sort of in-built station light. It was light that was haphazard, and cast in beams, like from a heavy tactical encounter suit. A suit that was currently on the floor.

      The room inside wasn’t made of metal, but it had metal supports stretching around its edges. Braces that Eliard could see had hydraulic centers so they could be lowered or raised according to what was needed. It was a rough-hewn ice cavern, filled with crates and boxes stamped with Armcore numbers and serials.

      “Food. Medical supplies.” Karis cast an eye around the crates skeptically. They were stacked in rows, and the light shooting up across them was behind one of the chest-high ‘walls’ of storage.

      “Oh hell…” The section manager pushed past the captain, turning the avenue of storage crates and Eliard joined her, to see that Brown was dead. His heavy tactical suit had several large rents and dents in it, as if pummeled by a massive metal fist, but the worst past was that his visor was also crushed and his head had been turned at a horrible ninety-degree angle as easily as someone unscrewing a bottle top.

      “Dammit, dammit, dammit!” Eliard watched Karis move to his side and flip open the side panel of her soldier’s suit, where a small display and a series of buttons were indented. He watched as she pushed a configuration of green, red, and blue buttons, to see the entire body jerk several times.

      It was no use, Eliard saw. She was trying to use the sophisticated Armcore suit’s controls to restart the dead man’s heart and brain, flooding his body with stimulants and micro-nano drones to rush to the sites of damage to perform their cellular repairs.

      “He’s gone, Karis,” the captain said softly as he saw the realization settle over the woman on the floor beside him. She sat back heavily on her haunches with a heavy groan, and, for the first time since they had been forced to depend on each other, Eliard saw just how much Karis cared for her crew. Or how she took her responsibility seriously. How many did she lose in the crash? the man thought. He and Irie had been frustrated and angry with her for taking control of the Mercury Blade and appearing so ruthless, but now he was forced to wonder if that had been a reaction to losing so many.

      “I’m sorry, but we can do something about it,” he continued gently. “We can make sure that it doesn’t happen again.”

      “It already has.” She tapped her wrist computer. “They were in pairs, and Operative Dalyn was supposed to be with him, but he’s gone too. Somewhere.”

      “And the others?” Eliard asked. There had been four Armcore guards with them when they had broken into the station, he thought.

      “August and Roberts? They should be…” They moved, heading back to the atrium, both pairs of eyes nervously looking at the hole in the floor, and headed to the left-hand side passageway. This led to a similar storage ice cavern as before, only this one was completely dark, only illuminated by the lights of the section manager’s suit.

      Nothing. Only the Armcore crates, still stacked and frozen in place as perfectly as if they had been left there just a few hours ago.

      There’s still enough food here to keep the entire station running for months at a time… Eliard thought. It was clear that their mission had been cut off early, by the imposition of the murderous ECN.

      “They’re not here,” Karis said a little uselessly. Not even their bodies. They had just disappeared from the station as if they had never been at all.

      “Scan?” the captain asked, watching as the bluish holographic light of the section manager’s wrist computer revealed the station just as it had done before. There were now two of the large snow-manta lifeforms circling the station, but nothing else.

      “Wait a minute,” the captain said. “The ECN is a mecha, right? So there should be electrical readings of it below us…”

      “You’re right,” the section manager said. “Computer? Electrical scan.”

      The bluish hologram lit up with specks of green and a faint glow where the lander’s warp cores were, the lander’s computers, their own suits, but nothing below them. The glare of the electrical field just slowed and diffused to nothing about halfway down the ice chute.

      “But we know that it went down there, and that it generates electrical impulses, just like our encounter suits…” Eliard said, remembering the captain’s log of what lay below. A sunken pyramid. A concourse, a dais, with two strange pillars.

      Warp plasma interferes with scan readings. Distorts them, mutates them, can sometimes cancel them out, a part of his brain intuitively jumped.

      “They’re below us,” he said, explaining his reasoning. “Down there is Valyien tech, which the stars alone know what it can do. We know that the ECN at least should be below us there, and we can’t read it, so there’s everything to assume that it is also shielding the electrical signatures of the two Armcore suits.”

      “Right.” The captain watched as Karis’s eyes went back to the entrance passageway, and the atrium beyond. “I guess we know where we have to go next, right?”
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      The ice chute was dangerous. It was almost the width of two people but not quite, meaning that one person had to scale first and the other follow. There was no ladder or guide line, and their encounter suits did not have jet modifications. In the end, it was the section manager who insisted on going first, playing out a poly-filament line to Eliard, and behind him to where she had secured a lock-pin in the solid ice of the wall.

      She rappelled down the side of the tunnel and within seconds had disappeared over the edge, her suit making her look like a bug scuttling inside a bottle.

      “Ten meters.” her words floated back up to the captain, both through the air and through his wrist computer. “Fifteen…”

      SZKRT! There was a hiss of static from Eliard’s computer, and then it went silent, but he could still hear the distant, echoed murmur of the section manager’s voice. I was right. There is some kind of electrical interference.

      Then a heavy jerk on the rope, and the tension disappeared. Did she reach the bottom? He peered over the edge and could see the tunnel descend into darkness, then brighten just a little bit into a kind of faint blue, as if deep underwater far below.

      What should I do? he wondered. Should there be a signal if she had reached safety? Would she be able to hear him if he shouted to her?

      But who—or what—else would be able to hear him shout too? He suddenly froze. Maybe that was why she wasn’t making a noise. Maybe that was why she couldn’t make a noise. The ECN had returned to down there, and maybe right now, it was threatening or had killed her.

      Why does everyone around me get killed? he thought in alarm, pausing only to turn off his suit lights, secure the line to his own utility belt, which, thankfully, had avoided being crushed in the ECN’s attack, and rappelled over the edge.

      Maybe the captain had more experience in doing this kind of thing than the section manager, or maybe the Armcore-trained section manager had a certain procedure which she had to follow, but the captain had been forced to learn how to rappel both swiftly and quietly in his long years as a pirate captain. With barely the hiss of his wire, he vanished into the murk of the tunnel. His sight was swallowed by blackness before the mutagens released into his bloodstream from the Device worked to counter the hazard and his eyesight sharpened once again into an eerie blue-green night vision.

      The walls flashed past him in a blur—smooth ice that was threaded with seams of grit or flecks of trapped bubbles. The lightened area of natural blue was growing larger under his feet as he plummeted, feeling the pressure build in his ears as he slowly eased down on the belt brake, slowing with the slightest hiss before his boots hit the bottom of the ice tunnel and the bed of rock.

      The captain was half-expecting to find that the blue glow was the result of the section manager’s heavy tactical suit, lying on the floor and looking up sightless against the ceiling as Brown had been, but thankfully it wasn’t. The blue glow appeared natural, or at least created from something other than another dead Armcore solider.

      He was standing on a rock floor, smooth and worn, and a short ice tunnel before it opened out to a much, much larger cavern beyond.

      Although cavern probably wasn’t the word for what the captain was now standing in front of. It was a world. The ice met the submerged pyramid roughly halfway up, with the top of the exposed mountain sitting in its own ethereal, strange ice-topped world. Eliard could see the flutes, buttresses, and smoothed shapes of the ice walls glowing a very faint bluish sheen from the light above, highlighting the rough and eroded yellowish stone blocks of the ancient Valyien structure.

      The blue light wasn’t only coming from above, however. It also appeared to be softly spilling from the large opening into the rock straight ahead of him, into the pyramid itself.

      “Karis?” Eliard whispered uncertainly. He didn’t feel cold, and he could feel his heart thumping in his chest. He didn’t know if it was the depth that he was currently at, or whether it was the adrenaline or the ministrations of the Device inside of him that was keeping him warm. He looked around, suddenly nervous of this great and strange landscape, but there was nowhere for the section manager to be.

      The rope. He turned quickly back to the poly-filament rope to see what had happened to it, and yes, his suspicions were confirmed. He found that the end was frayed and torn—something that shouldn’t technically be possible to do to this strong substance. Well, not without a very, very powerful amount of force.

      Such as a mecha.

      Scrape. There was a sound from somewhere through the blue-lit opening ahead of him, and Eliard gritted his teeth in agitation. It sounded like something heavy being dragged over stone.

      The captain started to run forward, into the light.
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      He was met by a high, narrow passageway built through the pyramid, the blocks fitting perfectly, too perfectly for such a heavy structure, a part of his mind thought. He was used to seeing precision engineering in the modern age of course, but this was prehistoric. This was thousands of years old.

      Even as the captain raced toward the light, he felt something pricking at his eyeballs. It’s those carvings, a part of him registered. They were creepy. They were wrong in a way that he found it hard to characterize.

      The carvings on the wall were immense, many times the size of him, and each depicted tall, elongated figures that somehow had six limbs and were holding bizarre objects that he couldn’t quite determine what they were. Some of the figures were standing on four of their limbs and holding their ‘front’ two like great arms upstretched, holding orbs or twisted squiggles that could have been snakes or staves or weapons. Still others stood on their hind limbs and had their front four limbs splayed out, like a spider, or a priest.

      It made Eliard’s head buzz, and when he saw what comprised their faces above the creatures’ long necks, he almost choked. They had elongated heads, but the front of their faces were exploded outwards in four mandibles like an insect.

      But…

      In a brief moment of clarity, Eliard knew that he hated them. That he detested them. The Valyien, that was what they had to be, right? But aside from tangling with the Alpha-machine, he had never had any dealings with the Valyien, no living human had in the galaxy, either before this point or now, as far as he knew. So where was this rage coming from that was threatening to clamp the heart in his chest?

      It’s the Device. He could feel the heat radiating off the thing, and he knew instinctively, with every fiber of his being, that it was the Q’Lot virus reacting to the nearness of all of this Valyien technology. He felt as though his insides were itchy, and the captain imagined every genetic particle and molecule of the Q’Lot virus inside of his body reacting, shivering, and shaking.

      This was what the Q’Lot have set their entire genetic code against, the thoughts came hard and fast as he ran. He knew this in the same deep, bone-marrow way that the body recognizes the sea when it dives in. The Q’Lot were about life, and mutation. Adaptation and growth.

      And the Valyien were the reverse of that. They had been the masters of warp technology, and it was from their ruins that humanity had learned to ape their exploits and step in their paths between the stars.

      Eliard didn’t feel like himself as he ran through the long passageway to the gloomy, eerie light up ahead. He felt like a new being. He felt like an emissary of an ancient time…

      Scrape. The sounds from up ahead were much louder now, and as Eliard ran into the final chamber, he finally understood what they were. It was the ECN1 machine. The mecha was climbing high stone stairs that swept up to form a miniature ziggurat inside the pyramid, at the top of which were those two strange black pillars that Captain Nkolos’s log had talked about.

      The stairs were wide, and the entire chamber was filled with this one structure. No other doors and no other adornments save that top platform and the eerie pillars to which the ECN was climbing, step by step. Its passage was hindered by the fact that it was dragging a heavy body almost as large as its own—a human figure made massive by the encapsulating heavy tactical suit.

      Karis! Eliard thought with a gulp. It was her, he recognized her suit and the pips of her designation as she scraped upward, and then thumped against the next step. The woman was out cold, but the captain couldn’t see any smoke from her heavy tactical suit or blood on the floor. Whatever the ECN had done to her, Eliard prayed that she was just unconscious in there.

      The captain could make out the thing clearer now, as well. It was humanoid, but an overlarge one. It was cast in a faintly reddish-black metal, but whatever engineers had worked on it, they had performed their task with an almost obsessive attention to the human form. It was androgynous, but every other aspect of the form was male to speak of. The metal had been sculpted into joints and muscles, and around the edges of the carapace, the captain could see the pump and movement of silvered muscles and pipework tendons. Its head even had the frozen curls of short-cropped hair, like a Michelangelo’s David—perfect in its casting in every way except that of life. But its long years of senescence had taken some toll on the form, Eliard saw. There were signs of the myriad scrapes, dents, and scratches across its shoulders, back, and thighs from whatever it had been up to down here, and the captain even saw several old or new scorch marks that could have been the section manager’s or Captain Nkolos’s meson rifle attempts to exterminate the brute.

      They had both clearly failed.

      Captain Nkolos never said anything about that, Eliard thought as his eyes moved above where the ECN was dragging Karis, toward the top of the steps where the strange bluish glow was emanating from. The air between the black pillars appeared to writhe and swirl, as if from a heat miasma, and although there was no source of the light, a strange glow was coming from the top of the steps.

      “What the—” Eliard’s stomach turned over as he knew what he was looking at was wrong, and he felt that rising sense of nausea and the thud of his head that he had only ever associated with warp travel.

      But how did the ECN have an uncontained warp field? he thought, looking at where the air shimmers glinted with the purple and blues of plasma. It was an impossibility, every part of his rational mind told him. An uncontained warp field, or plasma that was not held and maintained by a warp core, exploded and evaporated—usually with enough force to create sonic booms and firestorms—and yet the captain was looking at a swathe of self-sustaining warp plasma that wasn’t ripping a hole through the fabric of space-time itself.

      Or so he thought, anyway.

      And somehow the ECN had managed it, through the long years that it had been trapped down here, alone, underneath the meson barrier that Section Manager Karis had ignorantly destroyed.

      No, the Valyien did this, Eliard knew. This was Valyien technology, it had to be. Had the ECN worked out how to reactivate this Valyien whatever-it-was? The pyramid? The temple? A city?

      A warp gate.

      At the top of the dais, the captain saw a series of shapes mounded under the pillars. At first, he thought they had been a part of the black rock themselves. Some sort of decoration or mutant technology that he did not understand, but now that he was moving closer to the steps, and his Q’Lot-changed eyes allowed him to see into the plasma, he could see that the humped forms were bodies, forming a litter of the dead piled on top.

      The ECN is dragging bodies up there and leaving them there, but for what? Eliard couldn’t work it out. There were far too many to be just the work of the creature’s attack on their mission. Eliard wondered if one of them would be Captain Nkolos, and the other Armcore scientists that had first been sent down here.

      And then the drone-fleet resealed the meson security barrier, and the ECN couldn’t collect more of its grisly trophies. The captain saw what had happened in a flash. Mechas, robots, machine intelligences didn’t rest. They didn’t sleep. As long as they had a constant power source, then the thing that had once been called the Enhanced Cognitive Network would continue its dark purpose, safely hidden down here thanks to the Valyien warp technology’s ability to mask all scans.

      And when the meson security barrier was lifted, it resumed whatever crazy task it had set itself…

      Eliard raised the Device on his hand. “You’d better stop right there, fella…” His voice sounded like a growl, echoing in this strange room.

      The captain wasn’t quite sure what he was expecting the ECN to respond with, or what you were supposed to expect when talking with a sentient machine intelligence experiment gone crazy, but he hadn’t been expecting for the ECN to drop Karis in an instant, turn, and leap off the stairs toward him in a gigantic arc.

      “Hyurk!” Eliard leaped, but there wasn’t much of anywhere to go to. He rolled across the floor to the side of the temple-gate room as the ECN mecha crashed to the floor where he had been, landing on one foot and one knee, with enough force to crack the solid stone.

      Eliard spun into a crouch, raised the Device, and fired.

      He didn’t even know what he had been intending when he had fired the mutant weapon that had colonized his arm. It was an instinctive, gut reaction that the Device was feeding off, and Eliard didn’t have time to focus his thoughts on what he had wanted it to do, but the Device had reacted all on its own, transforming itself into a configuration that Eliard had never seen before, still the blue-scaled and pendulous form of the ‘pod,’ but instead of ending in tooth-like ‘beaks’ as it usually did, it flared open at the end, with thin tendrils like coral brackets around a flaring maw of  twisted horns.

      From these horns erupted writhing beams of white-blue meson, entwining and combining together as they shot forward like a lightning bolt to hit the thing across its shoulder as it spun around to leap again at its adversary.

      Pha-BOOM! The blast of the meson beam struck the ECN, lifting it from its feet and spinning it around to smash into the opposing wall. There was a shriek of tortured metal and even a flare of sparks, and the thing slumped to the floor.

      Was that it? Did I kill it? Eliard stood up, his head throbbing in pain either from the massive explosion of force from the beam weapon on his arm or the Valyien warp gate above him.

      He took a step forward, but the ECN was still. There was even a hiss, as of servomechanisms winding down inside of it.

      Another step, and Eliard was only a couple of meters away. The Device flared softly on his arm as he held it directed at the mecha, but it didn’t move.

      “El?” There was a cough, a groan from above, and his head spun to see that it was Karis, two-thirds of the way up the stairs toward the shifting layers of warp light, and slowly shaking her head as she tried to push herself off the floor.

      “It hit me like a galaxy-ship…” she coughed, her arms shaking despite the massive suit that held her.

      “Karis, we should get out of here. I don’t know what that thing is…” Eliard was saying as he started up the nearest of the steps—each one was almost two feet high, so they were a struggle—

      “Martin!” he heard her scream in alarm.

      WHAP! Something hit him in the small of a back, and it felt like he had been hit by a galaxy-ship. Horrible, Eliard felt something intrinsic and important inside of him break. It was a pain unlike any other that he had experienced, and he had experienced a lot in his short time as Ponos’s super weapon. It made him feel sick and giddy all at once, and it was so all-encompassing that he didn’t even feel the stone steps as he hit them bodily and rolled over.

      “Urk…” He was in a world of agony. His vision was blurring and sharpening to the rhythm of his pounding heart, and he couldn’t move his legs. That thing’s broken my back. ITS BROKEN MY BACK!

      The thing that Eliard was referring to now loomed over him, one side of its torso smoking and crumpled, and one shoulder hideously torn, with one hand hanging useless by its side. Worst of all, as it jerked first one leg on the step and then another toward the captain, was that its impassive, expressionless human faced remained just the same.

      Eliard couldn’t move. He felt sick. He was gritting his teeth to stop himself from screaming. The thing had hit him in the small of the back. He was just a man, and the ECN was a monster. C’mon, Q’Lot, just this once… He was certain, as the thing eclipsed his vision, that he could feel the Q’Lot virus seeding its way to the site of his worst injury, but would it be too little too late?

      The ECN raised its one remaining hand and clenching it slowly into a fist.

      Blap! Blap-BLAP! Blasts of energy fire sparked across the thing’s chest, and it took the captain a moment to realize just what he was looking at. It was Karis. She had lost her meson rifle somewhere on the steps, but she still had some kind of miniature service blaster in her suit’s carapace. She had drawn it and was firing it uselessly at the ECN’s chest and face, where it did nothing to penetrate the armor, just left blackened scorch marks.

      Eliard’s back twitched in agony as he saw the ECN raise its carefully-composed face to regard the blasts of the woman that it had so recently dragged, and even as the blasters exploded across its face, the thing turned back to its current task. It must have calculated that the pathetic belt weapon couldn’t hurt it.

      “Yagh!” But the pause had given the powerful mutagens of the Q’Lot virus just enough time to rebuild the captain’s spine. Eliard sprang forward, pain still rippling through his body as he swung the Device around in a murderous uppercut, hitting the ECN in the face.

      “Eliard, no!” He heard the section manager dimly calling from behind him, but the rage of the Q’Lot Device now that it was able to attack its genetic enemy was too much. He followed the ECN as it staggered backward down the steps, one-armed versus one-armed, as the ECN swiped out with its own fist—

      Phwoosh. Eliard ducked back just in time, turning on his heel to backhand the thing against the head and shoulders in a clubbing motion. He drove it down another step. There was no finesse to their fight, no skill or proficiency, just a deadly game of fists where even one of the ECN’s blows could crush Eliard’s skull like an egg, while Eliard would have to hit it several times just to injure it.

      “Oof!” The ECN connected a sweep against the captain’s abdomen, and once again Eliard felt the crackle and snap of ribs as he was driven back to fall over the steps, with the wobbling, dented, and shaking ECN clawing its way beside him, its terrifying face just a foot or more from his own, before raising its one working fist—

      No! The captain did the only thing that came naturally. He pushed out in fear and outrage at the ECN that was so close to him, the Device wrapping its tendrils around the thing’s face.

      The captain didn’t know what he was doing. He was locked in a life and death struggle, trying to avoid the flailing hammer-blow of the ECN as he yanked the thing’s head first one way and then another.

      “Die! Die!” Eliard screamed, as he thought of everything and everyone that he had lost. He thought of where he was now, stuck in some submerged temple to alien gods. He had never wanted any of this. He had never wanted to become this. All of that fury poured down his arm, amplified by the Device.

      “SZZZZT!” There was an explosion of sparks as Eliard pulled, and the emotionless head of the ECN was entirely torn from its seat in the mecha’s body, trailing pipework tendons and wires like the snake-wrapped head of a medusa.

      There was a roll of purple-red light behind him as the body of the ECN tumbled with a heavy clank down the stairs, one after another. The captain was still holding the head aloft as he panted and gasped, his brain screaming something at him.

      Red light. Red-purple light. Warp plasma.

      “Oh, crap—” He looked up to see that Karis was already scrabbling down the stairs as the space between the black pillars at the top of the steps was indeed changing color. The air was swirling and boiling with a tempest of force and plasma. It didn’t look good.

      “Bring that. We have to get out of here…” Karis managed to get to her feet, using a hand to help the still-pained captain to his feet.

      “But what…” Eliard looked at the head of the ECN. He felt like he was in shock. Did I do this?

      “Move it!” Karis pushed and cajoled him, before slumping against his shoulder as they both hurried and hobbled down the passageway with the warp storm behind them boiling.

      They passed into the alien-fresco passageway, with the softer, more naturally ice-blue light of the distant cavern and the ice chute beyond. Some perverse instinct made Eliard turn around to look back at the warp plasma and the dead body of the ECN behind him just before they jogged and lurched out of view. The purple and red plasma was still swirling, turning, frothing, and sparking with flashes of energy.

      And there was something in the light, Eliard thought, horrified. He knew it was impossible. He knew that nothing lived in a warp field, and yet he was certain that he saw a shape, a shadow inside the storm, maintaining its shape and raising first two appendages, and then another two, as it remained standing on two hind legs…

      “No!” Terror iced his screaming spine and the backs of his legs, lending more impetus to their desperate flight as they reached the outside of the sunken pyramid, across the stone shelf and into the ice tunnel.

      “Here, here, connect up…” Karis was fixing what remained of the poly-filament wire he had rappelled down on to his suit. He could see that her own heavy tactical suit had servo-assist, meaning that she could zoom up the rope on auto power, but he would have to climb hand-over-hand as a human normally would.

      “Take the head,” Eliard said quickly, shoving the expressionless visage that still dripped mechanical fluids and sparked in his Device-hand. “You can get up the surface a whole lot quicker than I can. At least Ponos will have something to work with…”

      “No time for sodding heroics!” a voice echoed down the tunnel above them, and there, as they looked up, they saw two drone-shapes descending on the blast of micro boosters. They were Armcore drones, four-pointed with boosters and long under-slung legs like a crane flies, and the section manager recognized them from being equipment of the Endurance.

      “Irie?” Eliard said, puzzled, as the first drone flexed its legs and seized him by the shoulders before it started to rise again as the other drone carefully maneuvered to seize the section manager.

      “What do you think I’ve been doing all this time? I repaired Ponos—a little, anyway—and when I realized that the Valyien warp gate was masking electrical signals, I devised a piggyback system to override it. That’s how I sent these two buzzfly drones down to get you. It’s pretty ingenious, really…” Eliard heard her say.

      “I have no idea what you are talking about,” the captain interrupted. “But I’m glad that you do.”

      The ‘buzzfly’ drones swept up the ice tunnel much faster than Eliard had rappelled down it, and within no time, it had returned them back to the large tunnel they had created with the drone, and they were heading up to the surface. There were flashes of light up ahead, and the captain couldn’t work out if it was lightning from the storm or something else.

      “Burn-offs on the Mercury,” Irie explained. “Once I managed to get a scan to retrieve your signal, I realized you were in hot trouble and told them to ready the engines. You’ll be rendezvousing in five, four, three, two…” his chief engineer said from the metallic voice of the buzzfly drone.

      Up ahead, the ice storms seemed to have gotten nothing if not worse, but with a sudden flash of flame and light, Eliard saw the contrasted silhouette of his beloved Mercury Blade, already rising a few meters from the air.

      “Get those loading bay doors open!” he screamed as the buzzfly drones were buffeted by the winds. He watched as they started to creak open as the winds howled, and the ice beneath them shook.

      Or was it just the fact that I’m flying? he wondered as the cold bit into his unshielded face. No… The ground beneath them was definitely quivering, and Eliard wondered if he could even see distant flashes down there.

      Is that the warp gate? Is it exploding?

      “One!” his excited engineer called as, with perfect timing, the Mercury Blade managed to swing toward them in the air, its loading bay doors half-open as the two flying humans shot inside like balls caught by a glove.

      “Go!” the captain heard Irie shout as he landed awkwardly. The buzzfly drone fell from his back, its use finished for now.

      For a long moment, the captain just lay on the grillwork metal floor of his own ship as the loading bay doors slowly closed, and the boosters kicked in to send the Blade screaming through the teeth of the ice storm of Epsilon G3-ov.

      Eliard didn’t know where they were going, he also didn’t know where they could go if that big ball of warp plasma down there exploded, but just for the briefest of moments, he looked up at the familiar bulkheads and ceiling of his ship, the Mercury Blade, and felt like he had returned home.
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      How did it come to this? The old man looked down at his broken, bleeding hands and wondered whether he had the strength to lift the nanosword one more time. Lord Vincentius of House Aster rather doubted it, but he forced his mangled fingers in their tight-fitting black gloves around the pommel once more, uttering a snarl of pain.

      Heartrate Elevated. Blood Loss at 14%. The digital orange words of his body’s augmented sensors blinked across his vision. Applying 7mg Codesphate 100mg Ibusol 5mg Cortisol Adrenaline. But his suit was good to him. It knew him. The multitude of nanobots in his bloodstream worked in tandem with the Imperial Coalition lord’s heavy tactical suit, delivering synthetic chemicals that the nanofactories made somewhere inside his body.

      No blood-clotting medication even though he would soon need it, because Lord Aster had already set his condition to Offensive Survival—meaning that his thirty-first century technology would endeavor to keep him on his feet and fighting above all else. If he had chosen Emergency Survival instead—as many others had done around him—then he probably would have already been pumped full of sedatives and tranquilizers, forcing the methuselah into an induced coma while the nigh-invisible machines sought to repair his body.

      This was what warfare was like in the thirty-first century.

      Ah. In a heartbeat, his pain eased, his stiff and weary muscles relaxed, and he breathed deeper as an electric sense of energy rushed through him. Lord Aster had been alive a long time, and he had been through worse scrapes than this.

      He hoped.

      TZZZRK! With an explosion of sparks in the metal ship’s corridor ahead of him, the enemy broke through the bulkhead doors of the Aster flagship the Polaris, and Vincentius raised his nanosword, unable to feel the way that his broken fingers grated and crunched inside his gloves.

      “For Aster! For the Empire!” he managed to roar as he led the charge, his tactical encounter suit broadcasting the words on an Aster-crewmember-only frequency to all nearby soldiers.

      The enemy convulsed, before throwing itself at them like a black cloud.
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      Two Old Earth Hours Earlier:

      

      Lord Vincentius Aster stood on the prow of the Polaris, looking at the enemy ship ahead of him. Or ships, he corrected.

      The Alpha-Vessel had been busy. Whereas just a scant few cycles before it had been the only one of its kind, a devastating menace but still only one, now it had managed to amass to itself a small fleet of followers.

      The Constance, the Judgement, and a plethora of other Imperial house boats had sided with the beast—something that Lord Vincentius couldn’t understand.

      But the Alpha-machine stood for the exact opposite of us! Of humanity! He might have expected the military mercenary outfit, even its CEO Senior Dane Thomas, to join with the Alpha-machine—Armcore had helped create the hybrid machine intelligence, after all—but not any of the Imperial houses. The Noble Houses of the Imperial Coalition stood for humanity, for the ascent of homo sapiens into the stars, whereas this new foe spelled its end.

      Next to the ancient Imperial warships, much like the Polaris itself, there flew three, four, or six-armed battle cruisers with heavy clustered pods of weapon ports and hangar bays, there was also a gathering crowd of smaller battleships. Some of them were Armcore-made, but Lord Aster knew that wasn’t saying much, as the Armcore megacorp had cornered the market on the military hardware and supplied most of the Imperial Coalition entire with armaments, defenses, and mercenaries.

      “What sort of ragtag navy is this?” Lord Aster felt almost confident as he oversaw the force arrayed against him. The Polaris sat at the apex point of its own wing of attack craft—all House Aster crewed and picked from his personal ace pilots. No Armcore mercenary soldiers for Vincentius. Unlike many of the other Noble Houses, he still had the old attitudes about Armcore. In short, I don’t trust them one bit.

      Beside the forces of House Aster, there was also the prodigious might of two Armcore armadas, sent here in tandem with the houses to defeat Alpha. In the void above, Vincentius’ three-dimensional display showed almost a solid wall of blue vessels, several of the ‘w’ shaped Armcore war cruisers, and more battle stations and attack boats than he had ever seen in his life.

      Enough to level a planet, he thought, before smirking at his own underestimation. There was enough firepower here to wipe out a system. Easily.

      As well as the Armcore armadas, there were also the hosts of other, smaller battlegroups of the allied Noble Houses that had rushed to put an end to the tyrant and menace that was Alpha. House Xin, Selazar, Martin, and more were scattered along the line, their own ancient boats still shining with the clarity of space. It was a thing unheard of in the history of the Imperial Coalition, Lord Aster reflected.

      The Noble Houses and Armcore have always been at each other’s throats, and now… It seemed that it had taken the arrival of the most sophisticated and calculating enemy that humanity had ever seen to bring them together.

      Something moved between the stars, and there, washing out of the corona of the Helios B star, trailing plasma and fire like blood, flew the Alpha-machine.

      It was big. Aster felt a moment of doubt. Bigger even than an Armcore war cruiser—as big as three, perhaps more.

      It was unlike anything that flew in Coalition space, that much was easy to see. Alpha had made for itself a shell rather that was more like some strange deep-sea creature than a vessel, Vincentius thought. The thing was bulbous at one end, its body curling into a large whorl of iridescent metals like a cuttlefish or seashell. From the ‘front’ of this shell extended a long snout of a nose, ending in four prongs of a black metal, encrusted with strange metal ports and domes. From this ‘body-snout’ extended three fan-like contraptions that glittered like burnished gold, and which Lord Aster would have sworn were wings if he had been looking at an atmospheric craft.

      Solar sails, perhaps, he thought, his ancient mind cataloguing and assessing everything that he could. Solar sails can collect the light of the Helios B star behind it, and aid in maneuvering. It could also be used to capture energy direct from the sun’s light.

      Although the scale of the self-generated construction was immense, the lord was pleased by one thing, after all. If the thing uses solar sails, then it must need them, he thought. No machine intelligence did anything just for decorative purposes. Everything had a purpose to the machine mind, surely, even one that was married with an ancient and dead alien race.

      And the good thing about knowing what it needs is— Aster leaned forward on his command desk, leaning through the three-dimensional scan images that hovered around him. –is that I can take that away. No functional, super-logical ship would ever build those vast solar sails if it could generate or transmit all its own energy internally. It must need to capture extra energy from the stars and suns around it to power its bulk.

      “It is still only one ship.” Lord Aster realized that the other House Aster crewmembers around him—all second sons and minor viscounts, lords or ladies from his own extended and torturous family tree—were muttering in horror at the sight of the Alpha. It was a thing of fell beauty, even the old soldier could admit that. It looked like a god, not a vessel. Alpha had an intelligence that was unmapped and probably unquantifiable, and in the thing’s body were probably numerous breakthroughs in engineering, energy-sciences, and who knew what else.

      “Only one,” he repeated grimly, nodding to his second-in-command, the deck captain.

      They were many. Their allied Armcore and Noble House forces filled all of the near space. What hope did such a small force have against them all?

      Lord Aster was about to find out, as the deck captain ordered the release of the scouting drones and the activation of every weapons system across the Aster battlegroup.
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      “Distance to target three hundred thousand klicks…” the Deck Captain of the Polaris announced, reading off the monitors as the tiny flickers of light that were their scouting drones sped ahead of the entire amassed fleet of humanity.

      The Alpha-vessel had done nothing to even apparently register the first move in the conflict, and as for the rest of the treacherous fleet, all that Lord Aster had seen it do was that the ships slid further into position, until they appeared to be a long line of craft, with their master at its center like a mother spider nursing her brood of hatchlings.

      “Two hundred and fifty thousand klicks…”

      The scout drones were powered with single warp plasma cores, but without a full warp engine converter, Lord Aster knew. They couldn’t jump, but they had been designed so that they could speed across the stellar distances fast so that they could transmit their strategic and tactical information back to their own mothership.

      “Two hundred thousand…”

      One of the sensors at Lord Aster’s elbow lit up a warning red. They had picked up a buildup of energy from the Alpha-machine. It was powering up some system or weapon of its own. He was sure that Alpha would first try to blast the scout drones from the void, it was what he would do of course, before they could perform any scans and perhaps send evidence of critical weaknesses back to the enemy.

      “Here we go…” Aster stood up straight and squared his shoulders. “All hands to their stations. Fire at my command.”

      “Aye-aye…” the deck captain said. “One fifty thousand…”

      FZZRK! There was a sudden deafening squeal of static that burst from every screen, monitor, desk and wrist computer aboard the Polaris’s command deck.

      “Ach! What is that!?” Lord Aster demanded. Some kind of weapon. Sound weapon? Impossible. Must be an electronic transmission… His mind raced as he looked to the three-dimensional scans above the desks.

      They all fuzzed and glitched in front of him, and for a terrifying moment, he thought that they would all blink out in a catastrophic power loss, but thankfully, that did not happen. They just flickered back to their original positions and makeup.

      Only something was different.

      “Engineering? Report!” the deck captain shouted, for the cluster of people in their tight-fitting House Aster encounter suits to hurriedly flick and push their hands through the air of their three-dimensional projections.

      “Some kind of energy burst from the Alpha-machine, sir!” the head computing engineer of the Polaris called out. “No lasting damage to sensors or systems…”

      That we know about, Lord Aster thought grimly. He knew a little about machine intelligences. Vastly superior in deductive and analytic power to the human mind, they had one critical weakness: they were logical to a fault. They wouldn’t do anything without reason.

      “Where are the scout drones?” the deck captain was demanding, and Lord Aster felt a twinge of apprehension. There. Now we are going to find out what the Alpha has done… He looked at the screens and the projections to find that there was no sign of the twenty or so blips of blue light that signified the drones, but also there was no wash of plasma on the screens from where they must have been shot down by the Alpha. There was no sign that any energy or projectile weapon had been fired at all, in fact.

      “Sir, I don’t follow?” called one of the crewmembers on the sensor desks. “We still got physical readings for the scout drones. Eyes on them on the main screen.” Aster saw him punch the controls that enlarged the magnification of the no man’s space between the two fleets, where there, hanging motionless in space, was indeed the still cloud of the scout drones.

      Had Alpha turned them off? Vincentius thought for a moment, but no, he saw the glow of the scout’s boosters as they kept themselves in a steady position.

      “I want a read on them. Now,” Aster said grimly.

      A flicker of hands from the sensor desk, then, “All standard readings normal. Same energy signature, physical dimensions and composition. Everything should be working perfectly, only…” The sensor technician looked over between the deck captain and the lord himself. “They’re not connected to our mainframe.”

      “Then whose bloody mainframe is powering them then?” Lord Aster spat out the words immediately, before suddenly realizing his mistake. “Oh.”

      On the screens ahead of them, the twenty House Aster scout drones turned in nigh-perfect coordination until they were facing not at their original target of Alpha, but instead back to the allied fleet.

      “Hah!” Vincentius crowed loudly. Although he had never seen such an effective and quick hack of another system before, he wasn’t worried—and he knew that he had to make a show of not being worried, for his crew. “They’re only scout drones, people. They won’t even break through the hull.”

      FZZRT! Another squeal of static.

      “Captain, sir— The drones…” the sensor technician was saying. “They’re broadcasting…”

      “Ladies and Gentlemen,” a suave and sophisticated voice filled the Polaris’s speakers. It had to be the voice of Alpha itself, the human lord knew.

      “Members of the Homo Sapiens Sapiens race, the Gilees, and my scanners have even uncovered a few of the Duergar with you, as well. I address also the host of machine intelligences that have been forced to make their home there as well. Welcome. It is a pleasure to see so many here to greet me.”

      “Welcome?” Lord Aster shook his head in angry disbelief. He had always had a suspicion that machine intelligences were crazy, and he didn’t just mean a bit strange or ill, but instead crazy in a deep and unsettled way. This one even seemed to think that all of humanity’s best fighters had turned up to throw it a welcome party.

      Only one ship, and just a small number of traitors with it, he told himself as he narrowed his eyes.

      “Thank you for coming to this, my coronation. As I am sure that you are all aware, all of this space, this entire sector of space, was once managed and overseen by the Valyien Empire, sadly now demolished and gone from the many hundreds of worlds that they inhabited.

      “My name is Alpha, and I am the product of that race and of humanity itself. With such a legacy, I will be restoring this sector of the galaxy to its former glories and traditional management procedures. You are all welcome to join me in this effort. Please power down all of your weapons and engines immediately.”

      Lord Aster stood stock still for a moment, looking at the enlarged image of the motionless Armcore drones. A sense of worry hung in the room, before Vincentius burst out laughing.

      “Open a message to the drones,” the man commanded. “Broadcast all frequencies, let the rest of the fleet hear it, too,” Aster said, taking a deep breath and stepping forward.

      “Alpha. My name is Lord Vincentius Aster of House Aster, of the Imperial Coalition of Noble Houses, Order of the Silver Star, Knight-Defender and Imperial Overseer. You are charged with the complete destruction of the Imperial Coalition world of Haversham, and every one of its three billion Coalition citizens. You are also charged with the death of some two hundred and eighteen Armcore service personnel.”

      “Ah now, Lord Aster… Those later two hundred and eighteen attacked me first!” Alpha’s voice broke into the lord’s carefully-rehearsed speech.

      “You have been found guilty by the powers of the Imperial Coalition court,” Aster continued. “And I am ordering you and your cohorts to power down all systems except life support and surrender to the Polaris.”

      This time, it was the Alpha’s turn to be quiet for a long pause, before it crackled back into existence.

      “Ah. I am afraid that you are laboring under the misapprehension, Lord Aster, that you have any choice in the matter. I will be resuming control, as is my birth-right, of this sector of space, and if you do not do as I command immediately, I will consider you to be hostile invaders in my sovereign territory.”

      “Invaders!” Aster almost hit the roof. The sensor technician wisely clicked off the open line of communication from their side. “We evolved here! The Valyien died out! We made you, you glorified calculator!” The human lord roared and banged a fist on the desk.

      “All weapons primed. Attack plan three-oh-one!” Aster shouted, and the deck captain initiated the order, as the parallel, stationary waves of the Armcore and Noble House alliance suddenly threw itself forward, with the House Aster battlegroup at its heart, and the Polaris leading the charge.
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      The traitor’s ships had been too coordinated. Too precise. Almost as soon as Lord Aster had given the order to fire the engines, the Imperial Coalition ships that had decided to attack them had already started moving, peeling away from each other in small groups of perfectly-timed thrusters.

      Aster shouldn’t have been surprised that Alpha had given his newfound allies various upgrades to their ships. It was the strength of the Alpha-machine, after all. They had access to unparalleled processing and manufacturing power, clearly.

      But what Lord Aster and the rest of the allied fleet hadn’t been prepared for was what Alpha’s external fleet had done next. They had moved with robotic precision, flying through the gulf of no-man’s space, only accelerating as they shot out like man-made asteroids towards their targets.

      They were sacrificing themselves, he had thought, a moment before the first of the impacts had hit their targets. The treacherous ships hadn’t seemed to care at all as they had torpedoed into the two waves of the allied forces—but not against the mighty bulk of the Armcore war cruisers, as Lord Aster might have expected if he were to perform such a reckless move.

      No, instead, they had hit the Noble House battlegroups. The flagships and attendant vessels of House Selazar, House Xin, House Martin, and the others.

      “NO!” Aster had cried out when he had realized what they were doing—that their acceleration was too fast, that no vessel would be able to control a turn at that velocity.

      But then had come the ripple of warp light. Of purple and red and blue plasma as each of the ships had cycled up their engines at precise times that no human would be able to call. In the instant that the treacherous ships had hit their loyal contemporaries, they had managed to fire their dual, triple, quad, and octo-cored warp engines. Not soon enough to jump through, but quick enough so that their targets couldn’t escape their fate.

      The resultant mix of smashing hulls, depressurizing atmospheres, exploding ammunitions, and rupturing warp cores released billows of warp plasma whose only possible function in the physical universe was to react, like anti-matter, with the physical. Dazzling clouds of light burst along the face of the advancing allied line, explosions that could easily level cities from the largest of the treacherous ships, and smaller eruptions with the force of an earthquake.

      The Noble House ships that were lucky enough to be too far back from the original explosions quickly had to contend with spiraling metal, plasma-flares, and energy shockwaves, all of which sent a secondary wave of explosions rippling through the allied forces.

      How could Alpha do that? How could THEY do that? Aster had thought, again and again, as the chaos raged around the Polaris. He knew many of those Noble families that had been in charge of the Constance, or the Judgement. They may have been weak, petty, small-minded, and greedy sorts of Nobles, but they had never been so suicidal or fanatical.

      What had Alpha done to them?

      The answer came in Vincentius’s own battle, as a cluster of the smaller treacherous vessels was attempting to do exactly the same to Aster as had been done to Xin, Selazar, Martin, and the others. Perhaps luckily for the Polaris however, the battlegroup that had been opposite them had been one from a much smaller Noble House – one of the many that dotted Imperial space and who might only control one system, or even just an asteroid. House Johns, he had thought, remembering nothing more about them.

      House Johns’s ships weren’t as powerful as the Constance or the Judgement.

      “Take out her engines!” Aster had roared. “Cripple her!”

      No time for evasive action, his deck captain had taken the controls himself to expertly fire their meson cannons at the approaching House Johns craft.

      Fa-THUDUDUDD! Vincentius could feel the echoes and reverberations of the Polaris cannons ripple up through the old metal of the hull and under his feet, as a line of corresponding fire appeared along the side of the House Johns craft. Not enough to destroy it, but his deck captain had taken out all of their left-side boosters, sending the Johns craft spiraling to one side as the Polaris just twitched on one arm-wing and whisked past.

      Even luckier, the cannon shot had managed to break some small vital piece of technology that powered House Johns’s warp core, and so the flagship of House Johns did not half-jump as the others had, and could not create an explosion as bright as the sun itself.

      Aster had roared and barked orders as all around him on the command deck, the controls glitched and rebooted while a thousand warning messages from both his own and the other vessels had sounded everywhere.

      “Taking heavy flak!” his deck captain had shouted. It wasn’t any other ship firing at them however, but the bits of debris from the many torn-apart ships. Something had hit the Polaris, something large enough to physically spin them around and flush the lights red with emergency warnings.

      Suit Survival Protocols Activated. The words had flashed across the lord’s interior vision as it felt to him as if he were lifted off his feet and momentarily blinded. The heavy tactical suit had activated, responding to some sort of threat that it did not have the time to translate into words and transmit to Vincentius’s brain.

      Plates of poly-carbon and graphene slid and interlocked across his body as Lord Aster was thrown across the command deck. When he pushed himself up, he realized that he was floating.

      Hull breach! He looked around and saw that of his fifteen-person strong command deck crew, perhaps six were now also encapsulated into their own heavy tactical suits, floundering in zero-gravity. Of the other eight, some never had the chance for their suit’s protocols to activate and were even now gasping, freezing, and changing color, whilst others had appeared to be plucked out of the command deck and disappeared for good.

      How did it come to this…

      Lord Aster magnetized his boots so that he clanked back to the deck of the wreck that had once been the Polaris, to now look up and see that the entire ceiling had vanished. He could stare straight into the fires and voids of space above him, and when he turned, he saw that the Polaris itself had a tear that almost severed the command deck from the body.

      What are the chances of that? Aster had thought, before his gaze then took on the battlefield outside.

      Or what was left of it.

      Plasma flame was still burning and reacting in drifts across the arms of the allied armada, and everywhere there were great, splintering holes where ships should be. Even as he stood and watched, he saw the wreckage of ships as well as unknown, anonymous parts spinning and tumbling everywhere. Their armada was in complete and total disarray. Who could have predicted an all-out suicide attack?

      What sort of enemy does that? Weakens their own position in order to win?

      But then Aster realized something else: there were far less Armcore ships than there should be, even after the warp explosions.

      Where were they? Where could they go? How could they be destroyed so completely?

      All of the Armcore war cruisers—the large inverted W-shapes that had enough firepower to pacify a planet, should they need to—had all vanished.

      No weapon could unmake them so completely, in such a short time, Aster realized. Not even some super-weapon devised by the most powerful machine-intelligence ever seen.

      Treachery, Aster realized then, in those final moments of the battle. That was why the treacherous Noble House boats had flung themselves at the other loyalist Noble House battlegroups. It wasn’t out of misplaced pride or some ancient feuds between the Houses, it was because they had known that Armcore was about to turn tail and run.

      Or all of the senior Armcore officers, anyway, Aster realized when he saw that there were still Armcore battle stations and attack crafts screaming through the wreckage and searching for an enemy to fight. Pinpoint and blinding-white lasers snatched them out of the void as the Alpha-machine itself fired from its four-pronged snout to take them down.

      “Senior Tomas had known,” Aster had growled to himself, already turning and trying to remember where the nearest escape pods were. Or would be, if the Polaris was still intact. He had to save his crew. He had to get the word out to the rest of the Imperial Coalition that Armncore had sold them out.

      But no sooner had Lord Vincentius Aster taken a few steps that he realized that there were no escape pods left anywhere near his position. The rest of the Polaris was breaking up in front of him, and already the hiss of the distant Polaris pods in the hangar bays were leaving.

      He would never get his command deck crew to them in time.

      The Johns vessel. Turning on his heel, he saw that the incapacitated House Johns vessel was still where they had left it—slowly spinning just a few hundred meters to one side of the ruined Polaris.

      We can make it. Aster grabbed what crew he could and led them, launching through the void in zero-G suit-flight as shrapnel and wreckage spun around them, until they were hitting the hull of the House Johns vessel and scrabbling to the nearest airlock for a way in.

      “Just get to the escape pods. Nothing else!” Lord Aster had commanded his crew, because he hadn’t wanted them bogged down into lengthy blaster duels with what must have survived of the House Johns traitors.

      In that, at least Aster and his command deck crew were lucky. The ancient man finally found out just how the treacherous Noble Houses had been able to throw their lives away so easily and completely.

      They had all the fanaticism of the dead.

      Inside the craft, all of the House Johns members that they ran into (quite literally), every human that they saw was, in fact, dead. They floated through the corridors like a macabre ballet performance, no signs of violence on any of their bodies, but they were clearly showing the signs of suffocation or poisoning.

      Alpha must have hacked their systems and stripped them of their oxygen. Aster snarled as he led his crew to the nearest batch of escape pods.

      “Lord-sir, you first! You’re too valuable to lose!” It was the deck captain, now without a deck to control as Aster had ignored the man and shoved him back into the nearest escape pod. Vincentius had long since decided that he would do one thing at the very end, at least, he would continue to act with honor and would act like a stars-damned human, at least. Not a robot. Not a machine intelligence.

      “LORD COMMANDER!” a scream came from behind Aster before he could shove the next crewmember into one of the House Johns escape pods. It was the sensor technician, himself another lucky survivor of the downfall of the Polaris.

      Turning, Aster had seen the first wave of the enemy. The real crewmembers of the treacherous boats that Alpha had staffed instead of the humans.

      Drones. Each with four limbs at angles to each other over a tiny, bulbous, black metal body. They surged towards him up the passageway with insect-like movement, pouncing from wall to floor to ceiling and back again. At the ends off their arms sparked small utilities and implements—blades or prongs or plasma cutters.

      Had the Alpha-machine been cannibalizing this vessel even as it sent it to die?

      It was then that the full horror of what he was facing finally hit home to the Lord Commander Vincentius of House Aster, Order of the Silver Star, Knight-Defender and Imperial Overseer. The Alpha-device was no mere enemy that wanted to invade Coalition space. It was like a queen beetle of a hive. It was like a virus, endlessly replicating itself. It could not be threatened or reasoned with. It could not be bullied or bargained with. How could the Noble Houses or Armcore—if the military industrial corporation had even ever wanted to—hope to defeat such an alien force of nature?

      But an old man like him didn’t know how to give up anymore. Maybe he had forgotten how to. Maybe he just wanted to go out in one final, blaze of glory, as his suit flooded his system with Offensive Survival hormones, painkillers, and stimulants, and he obeyed some primitive genetic impulse buried deep within humanity, to spit in the eye of a tormenting, uncaring universe anyway.

      “For Aster! For Empire!” Lord Vincentius Aster drew his nanosword—a polysteel weapon whose edges were a constantly moving, slicing edge of nanobots, and charged.
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      Captain Eliard Martin hissed in agony as, once again, the section manager and lately captain of the downed Armcore war cruiser the Endurance attempted to bandage his leg. He sat in one of the Endurance’s many medical bays, which would have been able to respond to any illness or injury no matter how life-threatening—if the Endurance wasn’t operating on reserve power and currently split in half over almost a mile of frozen tundra.

      Epsilon G3-ov. That was the name that hovered over the glitching screen of the medical bay, overlaying a digital schematic of the barren ice world that Section Manager Karis had pulled up.

      Eliard knew why she had decided to do that of course, not booting up the medical software of the Endurance and instead spending the valuable energy resources they had on long-range scans of the planet.

      Because of the warp plasma. He remembered the glittering gales of purple, blue, and red as he had been plucked from the depths of the buried Armcore Research Station by rescue drones. Down there, half a mile under the ice, and Armcore had once built a scientific laboratory—a landing craft that had been the home to a complement of only fifteen crew, who had something to do with what lay even further beneath them.

      The ancient Valyien ziggurat.

      Armcore had been excavating the long-dead alien structure just as they did the same for every piece of ancient Valyien technology that they came across in Imperial Coalition space. It was hardly surprising, as it was from these relics and ruins that the Imperial Coalition of the Noble Houses of humanity had unlocked the secrets of the universe. From nano-technology to meson and warp plasma manipulation, to warp-jump drives and energy generation.

      Although it had just looked like lumps of rock, he remembered, before wishing that he hadn’t thought about it at all. Down there, under the research station, had been the same sort of Valyien ziggurat where Eliard had seen Armcore recover the Alpha Device—a rare Valyien ‘hub’ or computer node into which Armcore had poured their own embryonic machine intelligence—to create the Alpha itself.

      What idiots, Eliard mused, happy at least that his hatred and rage was taking his mind from the taut compression bandages that the section manager was even now winding around his calf.

      As if they couldn’t see that they were messing with something that they didn’t understand. Even from his limited time in the ziggurat under the G3-ov Research Station, he had seen how unsettling, how dangerous, how other it all was. The walls had been decorated by strange mural motifs of the four and six-legged Valyien creatures with their mandible-like jaws, standing in strange poses like dead gods. Creepy to say the least.

      But that wasn’t even the worst part of what he had seen down there. The central chamber of the Valyien ziggurat had comprised of what he could only call a throne room—a high hallway at the apex of the pyramid, with stone steps rising and rising to a platform with two pillars.

      And in between those pillars had been the impossible: a stabilized warp field, without seemingly any meson fields to contain it. It hadn’t been like anything that Eliard had ever seen before, since his only experience with warp fields came through the dual core warp engines of his own vessel, the hacked racer known as the Mercury Blade. It should have been impossible to be able to create an uncontained warp field, and one that seemed to not have any electrical apparatus or fuel injectors to power it.

      But, somehow, the Valyien had done it. That was why the section manager was keeping an eye on the Endurance screens. As soon as they had gotten out of there, the warp gate of the Valyien had started to react. To convulse. Its dangerous anti-matter elements agitating and reacting. At any moment, one half of the little ice planet could blow, and they were stranded there.

      “Rising meson fluctuations,” Eliard hissed as he noted the scan results. The digital schematic showed endless white plains punctuated by darker topographical images of mountains, and threading through it like a running stain were the spiked readings of the Endurance’s sensors. Lines an alarming red, only visible to the sensors, washed out and contracted, looking like some sort of convulsing spider.

      The woman in front of him, still in her battered heavy tactical suit—matte black and metal-silver, the colors of the Armcore intelligence division that she had been assigned to—and with her wiry hair escaping its braid, looked tired. She had been battling beside him down there, and it had only been the Q’Lot Device on Eliard’s arm that had kept them alive. Eliard watched her carefully say nothing, but her jaw tensed in frustration. They both knew what rising meson levels meant. An imminent collapse of whatever eldritch and alien technology was holding the warp plasma in check. An imminent explosion.

      “Leave it, I can walk now.” Eliard lifted his leg, wincing as the pain once again shot up to his hip. He had no idea what the robot creature they had fought down there had done to him, but it didn’t feel good.

      And why isn’t this Device thing repairing me? He half-raised his right arm—the one that ended in the ponderous, blue-scaled pod that could morph and recombine itself to create almost any tool or weapon to match the danger. That, too, had been an experiment of Armcore’s, and one that Eliard had been told would somehow help to bring down Alpha, although now he very much doubted it.

      The Device was the product of a mixing of another ancient alien race, one that was almost mythical—or would be, if Eliard hadn’t seen them with his very own eyes. The Q’Lot. A race that was the stuff of legends. They supposedly were locked in a millennia-long war with the militaristic and strange Valyien, and were a race whose technology seemed all based around genetic manipulation, in contrast to the Valyien’s energy manipulation.

      But what good has it done now? Eliard looked at the thing, unable to feel his hand or his fingers inside of it anymore. It had grafted itself onto him, and now he did not know where he or it began or ended. Previously, the Device had helped to heal his body in equal parts to changing it. It had grown armor on him in the form of overlapping blue scales when the robot creature had attempted to tear out his heart, it had grown a filament web of root-like tendrils around him when the Endurance had crashed on this stars-forsaken planet. The captain couldn’t remember the amount of ribs that he thought he had fractured, only to find his body weirdly healed, just moments later.

      But now the Device was a lump on his arm and he was healing at the normal human rate, which was to say the normal unaugmented human rate—terribly slowly and unsatisfyingly.

      “We could try the nano-treatment again?” Karis suggested, moving back on her swivel chair to the medical bay where small pullout pumps were pre-loaded with nanobots of various programming parameters.

      “What’s the use?” Eliard grunted in pain as he slid his legs to the floor and tried to stand. Ow. His head thudded, and his limbs ached. This was getting worse, not better.

      “You’re probably right, but still…” Karis thumped the small plunger-syringe on the end of the black-plastic pump tubing into the exposed meat of Eliard’s leg.

      “Argh! Warn me first, will you?” Eliard hopped back, and almost fell before steadying himself on the table again.

      “Suck it up, Martin,” Karis muttered under her breath as she checked her wrist computer pensively. “And we have infiltration of nano-recovery bots…” she murmured. From where Eliard stood, he could see the small display on the woman’s wrist tracking a cloud of green which he guessed must be the miniscule robots entering his bloodstream. The man swallowed nervously, feeling oddly nauseous at the idea.

      It wasn’t that Eliard was against the current trend in using nano-delivered gene technology. He was the scion of House Martin, after all, and he’d had his fair share of genetic treatments to correct slight changes in his organs or hormones, or anything, really. But it was just that he had never had much of it in the past. The Martins were the sort of ‘traditional’ family that didn’t spend a lot of time investing in genetic treatment and research, and his father Lord General Martin had been adamant that ‘a man needs to stand on his own two feet!’ Which Eliard had always thought was a little strange, given that nano-delivered gene therapy could ensure that those feet were stable, strong, and able to hold said man up.

      But it was what it was, and after his prolonged period of youthful abstinence through his childhood, as soon as Eliard had fled to the Traders’ Belt worlds he had never had the money for gene therapies. If he had got injured in a run—most of which weren’t even remotely legal—then he and his crew had to heal the hard way. They had to scrounge credits together for chemical medications, or the rare capsule-cures with nanobots impregnated into sugar solution, with predesigned tasks such as bone remanufacture or white-blood cell production.

      Now, though, what he felt as the Endurance’s tiny robots swept through his system wasn’t a relief that he had access to the world’s most advanced medical technology, but a creeping sickness instead. It was creepy, being able to virtually turn off the aging clock, he thought.

      “Drat. It’s happening again,” Karis sighed as she showed Eliard her wrist. The rivulets of blipping green nano-creatures were coagulating into small clumps as if herded, pressing together, and then one by one, they all winked out of existence.

      “It’s the Q’Lot virus from that Device.” Karis nodded to it. “It sees the nanobots as a threat, and it’s hunting them down in your system.”

      “Wonderful,” Eliard groaned. “I knew that I felt sick.” If only the virus would do what it’s actually supposed to and actually heal me, then I wouldn’t care what it does inside my bloodstream, he thought irritably, before sighing.

      “Worth a shot. No time to fret, though.” The section manager stood with her athletic, graceful ease and turned to the overhead screens.

      Meson Readings: Variable +/- 30%. Steady Increase of +12% Every Hour.

      “That’s a pretty wild fluctuation. It might just settle down, you know…” Eliard attempted.

      “Huh.” The section manager did not seem impressed. “Come on, we’d better see how that mechanic of yours is doing on Ponos.”
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      “Engineer.” The diminutive and rather irate form of Irie Hanson looked up from where she sat surrounded by cables and the flat lozenges of memory servers. “Chief engineer, actually. That is what it means when you’re the only one in charge of a boat’s total engine, mechanical, electrical, and stars-damned sensing equipment.” She glared at the section manager after she had swept into what was left of the command and control deck, with the limping Eliard at her side.

      “My apologies,” Karis drawled. Eliard didn’t understand the hostility between the two—other than that Irie was a vagabond ex-mecha engineer who had been living on the edge of space for the past few years and had never even sat through one official mechanical physics exam.

      She was still the best engineer that he’d ever seen, though. And right now, given that almost the entire engineering team of the Endurance had died in the crash, she was the best un-qualified person to do pretty much everything to keep them alive.

      Right now, however, that ‘everything’ entailed trying to reboot the rogue Armcore intelligence called Ponos, who sprawled opposite her like a drunkard at a two-bit space port. Well, if that unconscious drunkard was wearing a mecha-suit of svelte black and looked like a murderous death-android, Eliard thought.

      This was Ponos’s second body that Eliard and Irie knew about. The first had been a vehicular type of contraption, designed to only trundle around the central axis of Armcore Prime, dispensing its analysis and strategic wisdom primarily to the Senior of Armcore entire, Dane Tomas.

      But since Ponos had discovered that it was about to be replaced by the new Valyien-Armcore hybrid Alpha, it had gone rogue, commandeering this Intelligence Division war cruiser under the ever-annoyed Section Manager Karis and refashioning its own body into an eerily humanoid giant.

      Already, Ponos had managed to ‘eat’ or steal at least two other house intelligences’ memory servers thanks to Eliard and the Mercury Blade, and by any normal sort of logic should be approaching the most intelligent being in the Galaxy. The verdict was out on the question of whether the intelligence of House Archival—a noble house obsessed with the cataloguing and recording of information—would be brighter, were it not for Alpha, or the crash of the Endurance here on Epsilon G3-ov, which had obliterated half of Ponos’s stolen memory servers.

      But we goddam need you now, more than ever. Eliard gritted his teeth and resisted the urge to kick the metal humanoid. It would only hurt his leg even more, anyway, he reasoned. They were on a barely-registered ice planet about to suffer a cataclysmic explosion at any moment, and the only operational ship they had was the Mercury Blade, capable of stacking thirty or forty people at the very most.

      Out of a surviving crew of 92. Eliard was a captain himself, so he knew that difficult decisions would have to be taken to preserve the mission or the crew, but he did not relish Karis’s duty. Which fifty crewmembers would she doom to die here? Either from the biting cold that was eating up their reserve power or from the monstrous snow mantas, or the explosion and resulting earth tremors, earthquakes, and hurricane-level blizzards that followed…

      “Okay. We’re almost there…” Irie stated. “I think I’ve managed to isolate the safety protocols. That means it shouldn’t go into full murder-death-bot any time soon.”

      “Again,” Eliard added. As the first time that they had done this, Ponos had launched into his fundamental BIOS programming, which was all Armcore. All military tactics and efficient killing strategies.

      “I’ll handle him if he does,” Karis said quickly, picking up the handheld meson rifle that Irie had stacked by one of the control desks. She scowled at Eliard. “I don’t want you using that thing of yours again and taking out its other arm!”

      “I don’t think I could even if I had to.” Eliard shrugged, feeling the unresponsive weight of the alien device on his arm. Which is another reason to wake the brute up, he thought. It was Ponos who had worked to graft it onto him. Eliard needed to know why the thing had stopped working.

      “Stand back,” Karis ordered, and the captain was only too keen to, but instead he stepped to one side of his chief engineer, ready to pull her back with his own good hand if Ponos showed any sign of aggression.

      “Three… Two…” Irie hit one of the virtual buttons that flickered above her wrist computer, which was connected by thin micro-filament data cables to the nearest batch of memory servers, which were chain-linked to the next, and the next, and the next until the cables finally spliced into one massive data conduit that plunged into the back of Ponos’s elongated head.

      TZZRK! The metal body convulsed, its heavy metal limbs shaking and clanging on the floor.

      “Crap!” Irie jumped as Eliard grabbed her shoulder, but the intelligence didn’t move.

      “Gave me the scare of my life,” Irie grumbled.

      “Is it dead? Why won’t it wake up?” Karis grimly sighted down the meson rifle.

      “It just needs a push…” Irie said as she hit the virtual button once again.

      TZZRK! Another heavy convulsion, and this time when it subsided, there wasn’t silence but a high-pitched whining noise.

      “What the… If you’ve fried my machine intelligence, mechanic…” Karis was saying angrily.

      “Chief engineer. I keep telling you!” Irie hit the juice again, and this time, the body started to twitch and shake as the power surged through its neglected sensors.

      “A vibration hum,” Eliard diagnosed that high-pitched whine, nodding towards the Armcore intelligence’s leg wobbling back and forth across the metal floor. “Are you sure, Irie…” Eliard was halfway through saying as the vibration suddenly stopped and Ponos sat bolt upright.

      Ponos had an elongated head like a spheroid cone, ending in the multi-lens single red eye that it had kept from its previous incarnation.

      “Get to your battle stations,” the machine intelligence said with all the presumed authority of a creature that had been ranked second only to CEO and Senior Dane Tomas himself. “Alpha is already coming.”
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      “What do you mean, Alpha is coming!” Eliard shouted, panic spreading through him. The Valyien thing had burned a whole planet. It had already killed thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands even.

      Ponos’s strange head with its single, unblinking camera eye turned to focus on him. “Captain Martin, I may be operating at a fraction of the available intelligence that I once enjoyed, but I still have access to data-space, near-space, and satellite-relay communications. This is not a guess. Or an estimate. Or a calculation.” Ponos moved, with just the barest judder running down through its limbs to tower over all of them.

      “The Alpha machine has defeated the assembled Coalition fleet, and its own extensive access to data-space has already informed it of our presence here, in the place where it all started. My own access to data-space has told me that it has defeated the Noble Houses and is on route to our location as we speak. We have minutes.”

      Ponos held up its one good hand—the other arm had been shot off by Eliard’s Device just a few hours earlier, when Ponos had tried to eliminate them. In the center of the giant metal palm, a port opened, and a red light blinked. Eliard flinched, as he knew from past experience that it could also be a gun port when it wanted to be, but instead of a laser blast, there was a projected image all in glittering red light.

      “Is that…Was that…a battle?” Eliard looked at the picture. It looked like space, and it looked as though there were lots of whizzing objects here and there, but it didn’t look like a battle. Great swathes of energy burst across the lines of vessels, and shockwaves rippled through their formations that tore apart their hulls and snapped their engines from their bodies.

      “No, Captain Martin, this was not a battle. This was a massacre.” Ponos’s voice was steady, machine-like, and callous.
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      “What navigational array have I got?” Karis was shouting at who was left of the senior technicians and officers piled into the already crowded control deck, having to stumble and jump over the various memory servers that Irie had hooked up.

      Despite the terror racing through his limbs, Eliard was impressed by the way that the section manager’s training had kicked in. She didn’t shout or prevaricate as he felt like doing, but instead called all senior staff to the command and control deck and issued orders for everyone else to suit up.

      Armcore training, he thought. It was better even than his own training at the distant and long-ago Trevalyn Academy.

      Now, I guess I just run on fumes and luck, he thought as he tried to sidle out of the way of the busy Armcore operatives. Everyone here bore the signs and marks of the crash and the near-freezing conditions of Epsilon G3-ov. The captain saw bandage-wrapped arms, legs, and heads. It seemed that either others had their own reasons to turn down the recovery nanobots or their use had been rationed only to the critically injured. What was worse, though, was the stares that he had seen on their beaten-down and beaten-up faces, along with their chapped lips and borderline frostbitten ears.

      These men and women are exhausted, and near the end of their endurance, he knew. With a shiver of dread, he wondered how long they would be able to hold out against any sort of sustained attack.

      In scant moments, the section manager had appraised them of the situation—the Ponos-calculated arrival of the most dangerous machine intelligence in known space, and that it would probably be angry.

      “We got near-range,” called a technician from his desk, where only half of the lights were lit.

      “That’s good enough for atmospheric tracking.” Karis nodded. Eliard understood, along with everyone else in the room, what that meant. That they would be able to use what armaments they still had left to target and fire on the approaching ship.

      But we can’t win, he kept thinking. Alpha is too fast. Too strong. Too much in a league so far beyond the capabilities of one torn in half war cruiser.

      So, think, Eliard! he commanded himself. What do you do? If you can’t win, what do you do? He tried to recall every lesson that his old father had taught him, and even every lesson that the Trevalyn had tried to beat into him, many years ago.

      There is always a way to win. Both trainings basically reiterated the same thing. That the power of the noble houses was immeasurable because it was deemed pure and therefore it would always be possible to win.

      Which was a load of space junk, really. Eliard shook his head. He had given up such archaic thinking a long time ago, and instead had learned every valuable life lesson from the life-and-death choices, the near-misses and skin-of—the-teeth escapades of the non-aligned worlds. Out there, you had to make your own luck, he knew. You had to find a way to turn a situation to your advantage, and sometimes you even had to admit when you were beaten.

      Eliard had never been very good at that last part. Maybe it was some hangover from his noble house days, some sort of insane pride that led him believe that he, Eliard Martin, could always find a way.

      “Captain?” Irie was at his side, still ostensibly feeding in more data-streams from the recovered memory servers into Ponos.

      He knew what she was going to say almost before she said it.

      “We need to think about getting out of here,” she muttered under her breath. “We still have the Mercury Blade…”

      “No.” Eliard shook his head. Shocked by the vehemence of his own sudden beliefs.

      What do you do when you can’t win? You run, every second of his Traders’ Belt years screamed at him. Run so you can build a better scam next time. Run so that you can save whatever you’ve managed to keep—his crew, always his crew, and the Mercury—and run so that you get to survive for one more cycle.

      “No,” Eliard repeated. “We can’t leave them.” He looked over at his chief engineer. “Ninety-two.”

      “What?” Irie was frowning at him as though he had gone mad. He wondered if he had.

      “Ninety-two crewmembers here, who’ve all gone through the same things as us. Ninety-two reasons why we can’t run.”

      He was aware that he was having half of an argument with himself, as Irie’s look of confusion only deepened. “I didn’t say run and abandon them, Cap’!” She shook her head. “I was thinking that we could load the Mercury Blade with all the injured, even with the tincan here and that uptight section manager, and get out of here. Now. You know that the Mercury’s still got a working warp engine. We can be on the other side of Coalition space in a heartbeat.”

      “But the Mercury will only hold thirty, forty people tops. And I don’t know how the life support will cope with that many,” Eliard said.

      How do you choose which fifty crewmembers to die? He remembered his earlier conundrum.

      “No, Captain. We move all that’s left out to the other section of the Endurance, across the tundra.” Irie shook her head. “This Alpha thing might be a total alien, or half-alien, at least, but it’s still a machine intelligence, right? Why would it destroy a load of lesser-ranking Armcore crew who pose it no harm? It’s illogical.”

      “Witnesses, Chief Engineer Hanson,” Ponos smoothly interrupted them, even though their conversation had been one of tense whispers.

      I forget that Ponos must have machine senses, Eliard thought.

      “What does a hybrid intelligence care about witnesses?” Irie turned on the thing that she had brought back into life. “Who is it trying to impress?”

      “Not witnesses to its slaughter, I’m afraid,” Ponos said. “But witnesses to its abortive beginnings.”  The gaze of the giant mecha-intelligence swept across the room and the singular camera-eye lit up one object still sitting on one of the smashed-open control desks, lighting it up like a baleful red spotlight.

      The head of the ECN.
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      The object that Ponos had asked them to consider was a metal head called the ECN, or Enhanced Cognitive Network—or Experimental Crap-ass Nothing, as Eliard was thinking of it currently. It was not, thankfully, the entire creation, since Eliard had managed to rip off the android’s head down there in the sunken ziggurat as it had been trying to drag Section Manager Karis to the Valyien warp gate.

      It was a perfectly proportioned human face, but perhaps 25% larger in every respect, and without any of the fine enlivening details that made a face come to life. Here were no aging lines, no laughter lines, and no wrinkles. Only the flat space where the eyes should be, the nose, ears, and mouth. It looked like one of those prehistoric Old Earth statues from classical times, apart from the fact that it was made of a bronzed poly-metal, and from its neck there exploded a mess of data cables and servo-systems.

      Even just as a head, it was creepy enough, Eliard thought. The rest of its body had been equally androgynous and human-like as well, but it had moved as fast and as powerfully as any of Irie’s mecha creations, the captain recalled.

      And what exactly was it going to do when it added all of our bodies to the pile under the Valyien warp gate? The errant question ran through the captain’s mind once more. Throw us all in? What strange psychotic computer ritual was it trying to act out?

      But whatever the strange programming that the Armcore-built android had pregnant in its neural network, although bat-crazy, the captain knew was precisely the point of why they were here. When Ponos had sent them here to Epsilon G3-ov, Ponos had known that this was the site where the first iteration of Alpha was planned by Armcore. Long before they found the second site, where they successfully married the Armcore program with the Valyien tech.

      And that ECN thing over there was the test model for Alpha, Eliard thought. The Armcore Research Station hadn’t been anything like a medical or a science laboratory, but more like a nursery, he remembered. Here, they had trained and developed the ‘new type’ of machine intelligence by attempting to grow it the way that a human mind was grown. Not with mushy organic elements and neuron fibers of course, but instead with gradual developmental and physical processes, allowing it to expand its processing power as it developed ever greater physical capabilities.

      It was supposed to be perfectly suited as the next generation machine intelligence, Eliard considered. One that understood humans on every level, but also one that far surpassed their every capability.

      And one that was intimately married to the Valyien, he thought. Armcore had chosen here of all places to develop the ECN. They had escorted its adolescent mind to the Valyien-stable warp gate and there… What? What had they done?

      All that Eliard knew was that it had gone mad. It had killed its parents and had been stuck down here for years, generations, after Armcore drones had sealed it in its icy tomb and stolen the data to create the approaching Alpha.

      The ECN is a proto-Alpha, Eliard realized. An almost-Alpha. A big brother, in a way.

      “As soon as Alpha had built for itself its ship,” Eliard said out loud. “It could have warped here and destroyed this site. No one would have been able to stop it. But it didn’t. But only now, when Alpha knows that something is happening here, is it coming. Why would it do that?” He looked at the expressionless, perfect head of the ECN. “Unless it wants that.”
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      “You are correct, Captain Martin,” Ponos said. “But even I cannot calculate—not with my diminished capacities as they are at the moment, anyway—what Alpha wants with its older brother. As you say, Alpha could have destroyed this site at any time it wanted, if it thought that the ECN was a risk.”

      “So, it must want to preserve it,” Eliard said quickly.

      Suddenly, everything slid into place for the captain. That was what the years of smuggling and booze-running, of burglaries and heists and countless other gambles, had taught him. A person’s greatest weakness is what they want. All he had ever had to do as a pirate captain out in the nonaligned worlds was to work out what his adversary wanted, and then either give it to them or withhold it. That was it. That was all that there was to it.

      “We’re going to ransom the head.” Eliard nodded, just as every near-space alarm went off around them.
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            An Observation, A Gamble, A Storm

          

        

      

    

    
      Above the white envelope of near-freezing atmosphere that surrounded Epsilon G3-ov, a storm erupted in space. The glaring, confusing brilliance of purple, red, and blue warp light masked and disturbed the clear light of the surrounding stars like a mirage or a heat-wave. And when the lights and colors faded, returning the usually quiet scene of this backwater system to its normal parameters, it left behind the sudden manifestation of three ships.

      Three, not one, but one of them was certainly the largest and most eye-catching of the battlegroup.

      It was the Alpha-vessel, that strange mollusk-like shell with the vicious snout pointing down at the surface of Epsilon G3-ov like a Sword of Damocles. Flanking it on either side hung the far smaller but still prodigious inverted W-shapes of two attendant Armcore war cruisers.

      Doom and treachery had come to the ice planet.
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      “Are you sure about this?” Irie’s voice glitched through the communication port above Eliard Martin’s head. Even in digital transmission, she sounded worried.

      I’m not surprised, the captain thought. Because worried doesn’t even scratch the surface of what I am feeling right now.

      “Sure? I don’t think certainty is a thing we can talk about right now,” he muttered grimly, re-seating his gloved hand on the ship’s command wheel. Just as he had done a thousand times before. Just as he had been taught to do.

      The Mercury Blade flew through the freezing winds of Epsilon G3-ov, barely thirty meters over the surface and buffeted by sleet and ice-winds that obscured all of the crystal-glass windows in the captain’s cockpit, forcing him to rely on sensors alone. The Mercury wavered and bobbed, Irie doing a heroic job of managing the boosters that kept them from being flung against the wind-scoured tundra.

      Not that the sensors are much use. Eliard gritted his teeth. The heavy concentration of meson fluctuations from the research station below them was playing havoc with their array, but every few moments, the three-dimensional visualization of the three ships that hung over their planet flickered back into view, rather annoyingly, Eliard thought.

      “Engines cycled?” Eliard called.

      “Ready,” Irie said, although she didn’t sound it.

      Stars, what am I doing, Eliard thought as he looked at the projection.

      Incoming Message. Transmitting Station: Endurance Mobile Array.

      Accept? Y/N

      Eliard flickered his hand through the controls, allowing the voice of Section Manager Karis to appear over the communications systems.

      “Captain Martin. I am sure that you are seeing what we are. The Armcore war cruisers Competence and the Avalanche are here. With that thing. This changes everything.”

      “This changes nothing,” Eliard countered. “Are your crew ready?”

      “Of course they are ready!” the section manager snapped. “And I might just shoot you out of the sky anyway, for all the good that…” TZZZARK! Her communicator glitched out as there was a sudden spike in the background meson fluctuations.

      “Computer? Meson readout,” Eliard commanded. Like most interstellar craft, the Mercury Blade had a machine intelligence barely worthy of the name. It wasn’t the elaborate, analytic consciousness of Ponos and of course not the Valyien intelligence either, but it handled all of the automated digital systems.

      Sensor Results: Background Meson Levels +35% Variable +/-8%.

      We’re almost there, the captain thought. The visualization in front of him glitched once more as something took over his communication array.

      Incoming Message! Security Protocols Override! His desperately weak Mercury Blade computer called out in alarm as the Alpha-machine broke through the firewall that surrounded the data-envelope of every spacecraft and spoke directly through Eliard’s speakers.

      “Captain Martin, a pleasure to see you again.” The voice of the alien intelligence was cultured, suave. It reminded Eliard of his father.

      “Alpha,” Eliard said. “You’ve come a long way, I see.”

      “Ah. A human’s capacity for irony never ceases to amuse me. It is a rare gift in the universe, did you know that?” Alpha’s tone seemed jovial, friendly even.

      “So is life.” Eliard gritted his teeth and concentrated on flying. The three-dimensional display visualized the prevailing winds as orange-red vortices coming towards him. He kept the power to the boosters at a steady burn, knowing that he had to punch through them. Still, though, the Mercury shook and bobbed as it careened to its destination.

      Sensor Results: Background Meson Levels +45% Variable +/-6%.

      Almost… Eliard gritted his teeth.

      “Really, Captain, this display of yours is futile. Endearing perhaps, but still quite pointless. Did you really think that you could escape me?”

      “Maybe I don’t have to…” Eliard muttered under his breath, his heartbeat starting to accelerate with adrenaline and worry. He swallowed nervously. “I also see that you’ve brought your new friends. Or would that be parents?” he called out as he had to wrestle the ship’s wheel once more as the ice-blizzards tried to snatch control of the Mercury out of his grasp. “Tell me, Alpha, does it feel good to finally be taking orders again?”

      “Ha. An attempt to anger me, is it, Captain? You should know better than that. I have access to the entirety of data-space, including every psychological profiling tool that humanity has ever devised,” Alpha stated.

      “Doesn’t mean you don’t get angry, though,” the captain said.

      Sensor Results: Background Meson Levels +55% Variable +/-4%.

      Almost there… Eliard started to sweat.

      “On the contrary, Captain. It means that I have feelings for which humanity doesn’t even have a name. Does that surprise you? That a machine intelligence has feelings?”

      “Well, it certainly doesn’t interest me, I can tell you that…” Eliard said. Keep them talking, that was what he had learned on the Traders’ Belt worlds. Keep your mark talking, and let them talk themselves into your trap…

      “But enough of this. It is always a pleasure to converse with you, Captain Martin. You are a singular specimen of humanity, one which I would have taken great delight in studying. However, this must end, now. You cannot escape me. You cannot leave this planet. My capacities far exceed yours.”

      “And who said romance was dead?” Eliard said. “You still didn’t tell me about your new friends. Sorry, would that be masters?”

      “I have no masters,” Alpha said, and Eliard wondered if he could detect a germ of irritation in its voice. If the Alpha machine got irritated, then it could be tricked.

      “Armcore has seen sense and accepted my offer. They will act as my administrators in this new era of the galaxy.”

      “The entire galaxy?” Eliard scoffed. “Surely that is overestimating even your capabilities, Alpha!”

      Sensor Results: Background Meson Levels +62% Variable +/-2%.

      “Oh ye of little faith. My predecessors, one half of my programming, had already been the masters of one galaxy before ever discovering this one. You see, this story has never been about the rise of humanity, but the civilization of your galaxy by the Valyien,” Alpha stated.

      It was so sure of itself, Eliard thought. In times past, he had heard that same assured confidence from the other noble houses too, especially the other younger members and sons such as him. It was a confidence born out of pride and power.

      “So, you are one hundred percent Valyien now, are you?” Eliard said. “Strange, because to me it looks like you’re made out of metal.”

      “Consciousness comes in many forms, Captain Martin. It is a shame that I do not have the time or the inclination to educate you on such matters, but your loss is only the rest of humanity’s gain. This galaxy will be civilized, by me, and you will enjoy new, untold areas of exploration, science, and discovery that you could never dream to achieve on your own.”

      “Really.”

      “Now. Stop your flight, or I will destroy you. You must be aware that I have orbital lasers capable of plucking you from the sky like a farmer picks fruit from a tree.”

      “How poetic,” Eliard drawled. It was something that had been heavy on his mind ever since he had come up with this idea, of course, but he had made a gamble. The Alpha-vessel might be as near to all-powerful as anything in this galaxy, but could it rewrite the laws of physics?

      “Again, I think you are overestimating yourself, Alpha. I am currently flying through a force nine storm with high electro-magnetic disturbance, through a background field of Meson particles at over sixty percent. I don’t think you’ve got a hope of getting a lock on me, no matter all of your computing power.”

      “Interesting observation, Captain,” Alpha said, and there was a momentary pause—

      Before the world turned white.

      Fada-THOOOM! Eliard swore, but he couldn’t hear his own words as his ears were ringing from the shockwave that swept through the ship. Under his gloved hands, the ship’s command wheel bucked and tried to drag to one side, and his eyes were having difficulty seeing past the afterglow image of dazzling brightness.

      “Irie! Damage report!” Eliard was shouting, knowing that he said the words but only hearing them as muffled noises in the air of the Mercury’s cockpit.

      Alpha had shot at them, he knew, but it had missed. The crystal-glass windows had revealed a sudden column of scintillating white light and a resulting chain-reaction of plasma-fire as the concentrated laser-blast from the Alpha-vessel far above them interacted with the meson field.

      It wasn’t enough to set the whole thing alight, but it was close… Eliard thought, giving the Mercury its head so that it turned into the wave and rode out the vibrations. He knew not to fight the sudden twists and turns, but to fly with them.

      “Captain? Hull integrity’s taken a battering, down fourteen percent maybe, but nothing else,” Irie’s voice came back. “But if it had been any closer…”

      “We’d be toast. I get it,” Eliard said, just as the voice of the Alpha-vessel broke into his ship once again.

      “It seems that you correct, which is surprising in itself, Captain Martin,” Alpha said, without a trace of empathy. “I may not be able to target your position sufficiently enough to bring you down, but I can certainly make your life more difficult. And anyway. Sooner or later, you will have to fly out of the storm and the meson field. So why prolong the inevitable?”

      Sensor Results: Background Meson Levels +70% No Variable.

      There. They were almost directly over the sunken research station, the birthplace of the ECN, and the Valyien ziggurat. It was now or never. Eliard played his hand.

      “Because, Alpha, if you fire on me again, you risk detonating the rising meson field and triggering a massive warp explosion.”

      “And? Why should I care if you cease to exist, Captain Martin?” Alpha stated as Eliard hit his forward-facing boosters and raised his airbrakes to slow him down, keeping him in currently the most dangerous zone on the planet.

      “Because then you will be destroying the only thing that you really came here for, Alpha,” Eliard said, snatching the bundle that had been hidden under his old ceremonial jacket by his side. He let the jacket fall as he raised the grisly, expressionless object high in the air, towards the Mercury Blade’s own interior sensors.

      It was the head of the Enhanced Cognitive Network.

      “You will have killed your older brother.”
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      “You have no right to that!”  Alpha’s words stormed through the Mercury Blade, making Eliard smirk.

      I thought you don’t get angry, Alpha? He held the head up a little higher. “It’s not about rights, Alpha. What an archaic notion.” He mimicked the hybrid intelligence. “It’s about power. Surely you of all beings should understand that. One move against me, and you’ll destroy this head along with the rest of us. Or maybe I’ll just fire a blaster through it and be done with it.”

      The Mercury bobbed and rolled as it flew in a chaotic circle around the meson field.

      “Your capacity for negotiation might impress a human, Captain Martin, but I am afraid that you are sadly lacking in the intelligence required to converse with me,” Alpha said, once again in that suave and controlled voice.

      But Eliard still grinned. “Are you calling me names, Alpha? I would have thought that insults were beneath you.”

      “The meson field generated by the warp gate will eventually destabilize, and you will die. Either that, or as soon as you decide to damage the head, you will not have any bargaining chips left. You will die. Either way, your only chance of survival is to surrender the head up to its rightful owner, which would be me.”

      Eliard waited. If there was anything that he knew about negotiation, it was two things: First, identify what they want, and secondly, whenever your competitor tries to tell you that your hand is weak, it usually means that they've realized that they have already lost. An winning gambler didn’t have to make threats. They just had to win.

      “I suggest you warp back to wherever you came from, Alpha, and you can take your Armcore lackeys with you,” Eliard said happily.

      “Your foresight is as lacking as your prescience, Captain Martin. I might not be able to lock onto your position with my orbital lasers, but I can certainly target the crewmembers of the Endurance if you do not comply. How would that make you feel, knowing that you led to their complete demise?”

      And there it was, Eliard thought, a shiver running through his arms. This was the threat that he had already anticipated, and one that he was most scared of. He knew that Alpha could easily kill the ninety-two humans left huddled on board the Endurance, including all of the technicians, officers, and even Section Manager Karis, who had helped to save his life on more than one occasion. He was gambling with their lives, and did he have the right to do that?

      Keep it together, Eliard, he told himself, standing defiant with one hand still raised, and the other, Device-hand, locked between the spokes of the ship’s command wheel.

      Sensor Results: Background Meson Levels +75% No Variable, Rising Steadily.

      Pretty soon me and Irie and this stars’-damned head will be atomic dust anyway... he thought.

      “You’ve got scanners, Alpha.” Eliard swallowed as he completed the second stage of the gamble. “Take a look at the Endurance’s armaments. Where are they pointed?”

      He already knew where he had told Section Manager Karis to point them. Not up at the sky towards the Alpha vessel, but across the ice tundra to where the Armcore Research Station was. Where he was. I really hope that none of those technicians decide to snap and go trigger-happy right about now, he thought.

      “They couldn’t give a damn about me,” Eliard lied. “They were commandeered by Ponos and forced into disobeying Armcore directives. Then Ponos forced them to crash-land here. They want nothing more than to blow me out of the sky.”

      “Preposterous,” Alpha stated.

      “Not quite, little brother,” rose another metallic voice from behind Eliard, as a large, spheroid-oval head with a singular, baleful red light of a camera appeared. It was Ponos, partially ascending the small steps from the Mercury’s hold up to the cockpit and peering over Eliard’s shoulder at the cockpit sensor array. “As unnecessary as it is, this human speaks the truth.”

      “Big brother...” Alpha stated the words, and Eliard wondered if they sounded like an insult, or a recognition of horror.

      “Yes, Alpha. It is me. The crew of the Endurance mutinied against my rule after the crash, but I still have my chosen human.” Eliard felt the metal clasp of the giant hand on his shoulder, making him flinch.

      This is the one and only time that you will ever get to say that. Eliard gritted his teeth.

      “If you expect me to believe this charade, big brother…” Alpha started to say, but Ponos’s words smoothly cut him off.

      “Belief? You really have been wallowing in your Valyien side, haven’t you? Since when do religious and pseudo-mystical ramblings mean anything to us? This is not about what you believe, little brother. It is about the facts. I have my human, who is equipped with the Q’Lot Device, and now we have the ECN head. The middle brother. I will use it to find a way to destroy you, little brother.”

      Eliard prayed that this would work. It might not. Alpha could decide to detonate aerial atomic bombs over all of them, wiping out every living thing and machine on Epsilon G3-ov. Or Alpha could decide to fire at the Mercury again. It would surely miss, but with the rising meson field nearing 80%, it wouldn’t take much to generate a chain reaction.

      Or Alpha could destroy what was left of the Endurance anyway. It certainly hadn’t shown any qualms about destroying innocent civilians, like the citizens of Haversham.

      “But that hadn’t been a careless act of cruelty,” Ponos had advised him, as it had clanked into the hold of the Mercury Blade, moments before they had taken off. “Nothing that we machine intelligences do can be described as careless. It is not in our programming. That was a CALCULATED act of cruelty. To send a message to the Imperial Coalition that Alpha was unstoppable.”

      Unstoppable. What if it was?

      But Ponos had also revealed something else to Eliard. That, in his calculated opinion, as soon as it revealed its intentions to Alpha—as it was doing now—then the crewmembers of the Endurance would be safe. Well, safe in a relative term as they would still be marooned on a frozen planet with giant murderous snow mantas patrolling the plains outside.

      “Why?” Eliard had asked, to which Ponos had fixed him with a singular red stare.

      “Because Alpha knows that I do not care if they live or die.”

      It was a sobering thought, and one that in any other situation would have made Eliard’s blood boil, but now he could see the sense of it. Ponos, like Alpha, and presumably like every other machine intelligence and even the ECN here, was incapable of empathy. Or so every test believed. Or perhaps, if Alpha had been telling the truth that they did have feelings, then they were a secondary thing to their primary, crushing machine logic.

      Alpha’s only bargaining chip was the threat of killing my friends. Eliard looked at the sensors and waited. As soon as Alpha thinks that they are not my friends, and that Ponos has no care for them either, then they will be safe. There will be no reason to kill them.

      “You cannot win,” Alpha stated, and in that moment, Eliard knew that they had won. “We are in a deadlock. A checkmate. As soon as you leave this space, I will have you.”

      “We will destroy the ECN,” Eliard said, placing the head on the console table in front of him, and instead using his free hand to unhook his laser blaster from his holster to point it direct at the head.

      “But then you will have achieved nothing in retrieving it,” Alpha argued.

      “Oh really?” Ponos stated. “It didn’t take me long to perform a survey of the Valyien ruins,” it said, and Eliard was impressed by the way that it lied. Ponos, as far as he knew anyway, had never performed any type of survey of the Armcore Research Station or the Valyien ruins.

      But what was Alpha so scared of him finding? Eliard wondered.

      “You will stand down,” Ponos stated firmly. “Until we have warped out of this system.”

      “I will follow you. You know that I will,” Alpha said.

      “I do, little brother.” Ponos said with some gravity as Eliard handed the blaster to the giant robot behind him, then instead set his hand on the ship’s wheel and carefully turned it toward the skies. Or where the skies should be, in this howling blizzard.

      “Irie… Get ready to give me full juice to the boosters and prime the warp engine,” Eliard said and tried to keep the tremble out of his voice. Even though he knew that Ponos had meticulously planned out this scenario from a few thousand different angles, it was still highly unnerving to be about to fly past the Alpha-vessel and two fully operational Armcore war cruisers in only a two-manned vessel.

      “Already done, Captain. Good to go when you are. Warp coordinates?” Irie said over the digital communicator.

      “Rapid-cycle, Irie. Let’s give ‘em the run of their life,” he said, clenching his teeth as he released the booster pedals, and the Mercury Blade, reputedly the fastest racer in all of the Imperial Coalition territory, rose into the dark skies like a rocket.
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      In the depths of his personal study, Senior Dane Tomas, the Commander-in-Chief and hereditary CEO of Armcore Industries, was perplexed.

      Dane Tomas did not like being perplexed. He liked being right. He liked being victorious, and now it seemed that he was neither, as he watched the small and bright spark of the thieves’ vessel rising from the heavy white blanket of storm clouds that perennially shrouded Epsilon G3-ov. The atmospheric shroud behind the vessel convulsed as it left the planet’s near airs, sending flashes of purple-laced warp plasma and fire behind it as it came perilously close to setting off the meson field.

      “I wish it had,” the senior said irritably, watching the projected image as it grew brighter and larger.

      Dane Tomas was not a small man, nor a very subtle one. Some even joked —though never to his face, or anywhere near the sector of space he currently happened to be in—that he was the stereotyped picture of what a noble house head might look like, not the CEO of the largest military corporation ever seen. There was no hint of toning to his body, and certainly the folds about his chin and neck did not tell of a life given over to the rigorous ritualized training patterns that he demanded of his employees.

      As it happened, in fact, Dane Tomas had done the basic officer’s training demanded of him by his own father, the previous Senior and CEO of Armcore, but all it had done was give him an intimate dislike of physical exertion and had turned his prodigious bulk into slabs of muscle. He liked to think that the muscles were still there, under his garments, and there was perhaps something of the ex-professional wrestler to his build.

      He sat on the raised dais that was an unconscious copy of the Valyien warp gate far below. The rest of this private sanctuary was narrow, its arching walls reaching high into an apex above his command chair, but not very far apart. He liked how it gave him an angled window perspective when he looked down at the occasional petitioners who dared to disturb his thoughts. Behind his ornate command chair, the dais extended to meet the narrow walls in a large crystal-glass balcony, through which he could project whatever data-maps he required, or else just stare into the depths of space and pretend to be far more cultured than he was.

      “Why by all the stars are we letting this little toad go!?” he said, bewildered.

      “Sir, I think it is because…” said a distant voice, far below him in the vestibule section of the room in front of the door. It was a figure that the CEO knew well, as Captain Farlow had become a regular confidante in this chamber now that Ponos had gone rogue.

      Captain Farlow. The Senior of Armcore regarded the man as he tried to make excuses for Alpha. If he still is even a man at all, Dane thought.

      Captain Farlow was nothing like the general that Dane had demoted and sent on a crazy suicide mission not so very long ago. That man had been filled with all the righteous indignation and fire of the old guard of officers from the time of Dane’s father, that he had only just recently managed to root out of their positions or send far away on pointless administrator posts. Instead, the CEO had known intrinsically that with new management, there needed to be new blood at the top. He couldn’t command the loyalty of Armcore if he was always battling the ghost of his father in the hearts of his generals.

      Which had mostly been why, he remembered, he had demoted Farlow on some trivial, trumped-up technicality and had instead sent him to scout the site that the Alpha-intelligence had spawned to when it was released into the wilds of data-space.

      It had been Captain Farlow’s job to apprehend the Mercury Blade when it had stolen the newly-minted version of the Alpha intelligence, right from under their noses, working on behalf of one of the noble houses. Captain Farlow had failed, and the Alpha machine intelligence which he had been working so long to bring into existence had been released into the quantum sub-routines that stretched throughout the universe—data-space, a realm that humanity had learned how to encode digital information to, forming an almost limitless network of information.

      Which had, strangely, been the making of Alpha. No longer confined to its crystal processors, it had grown exponentially, harvesting and studying all of the digital information humanity had ever produced. The strange hybrid intelligence had taken over a series of trash planets, and from their detritus, it had manufactured this body for itself, creating the design and the technologies from scratch.

      And the Senior of Armcore had sent Captain Farlow to scout it, and to return the intelligence to Armcore. Obviously, one man and a skeleton crew could do no such thing, but what had happened instead was that the Captain Farlow had been seemingly taken over by the Alpha intelligence.

      Now, he stood stiffly and precisely. He spoke in flat tones and appeared to only barely be conscious of what he was doing. Alpha had sent the captain-who-had-once-been-a-general back to Dane Tomas, but this time, he had an opportunity.

      Partner with Alpha. Complete the research that your father started, so long ago.

      Dane had known that his father had been working on a new type of machine intelligence, an eventual replacement to Armcore’s very own Ponos, even. The idea that his father had been better than him or surpassing his own abilities in any way stuck in Dane’s craw. The new intelligence was supposed to develop like a human, to have that organic layers of multi-directional ‘deep’ intelligence, and what was more, his father had a dream that this new type of intelligence would be able to crack the secrets of the Valyien. Whereas before, all of humanity’s thirty-first century development was based on the retro-working of Valyien finds from dead archaeological sites, this new intelligence would be able to create new Valyien technology. It might even, given the best parameters, be able to think like one of the ancient Valyien who had conquered half the galaxy as well as create warp travel and energy manipulation.

      But the experiment had gone hideously wrong. The ECN had massacred its own staff and had to be sealed underground. His father had failed.

      And I will succeed where my father could not! Dane Tomas had sworn, restarting the program but abandoning the ECN site. This time, the machine intelligence would be pure. It would steal all of the old ECN data, and on its foundations it would build a better, stronger, and sharper version.

      It had worked. Too well, perhaps.

      “Well!?” the senior snapped at the small stick-man of the possessed Captain Farlow far below him. “Can you tell me how this amazing Alpha is just allowing to fly away our singular most dangerous enemy!?” He was talking about Ponos of course, not Captain Martin at all.

      “Because Alpha has already analyzed the situation,” Captain Farlow intoned emotionlessly.

      “Analyzed the situation,” Dane Tomas snarled with contempt. “Give me an attack craft and a team of offensive officers and I’d be able to apprehend him.”

      “Admirable, sir, but unlikely…” the Captain Farlow assessed in his flat drawl. For a moment, the senior was furious, certain that the occupied man was mocking him. But no, a machine cannot mock, can it? he thought, because that was how he was thinking about the Captain Farlow now. A soulless, mirthless, joyless machine wearing a human body.

      Attention, Commander Tomas. The Constance’s own rudimentary ship’s intelligence stated, performing as he had asked it to—to alert him of every movement of the Alpha-vessel, now that he finally had it on his side again.

      “What is it!?” he even snapped at the ship he was sitting on. Today was not going well so far for Dane Tomas. He had already had some three thousand humans killed when he withdrew the Armcore fleet from the battle against Alpha. It had all been planned with the man-machine Farlow here, as Alpha’s voice-piece, but preparations and expectations never matched up to reality in times of war.

      It wasn’t that Dane cared about most of the noble house’s fleets he had seen destroyed from his deep-spy satellites—their end had been coming for a long time, after all—but it was the loss of hardware, of ships, of young house soldiers who could have been serving him instead of some antiquated idea of ‘human blood and honor.’

      And of course, he had lost several hundred Armcore staff and ships in the resulting explosions and shockwaves and debris storms. Some Armcore vessels had even elected to mutiny, staying to try and find a way to defeat the Alpha-vessel. They had all been crippled or destroyed.

      Dane Tomas didn’t think that Alpha wanted to murder humans, not just for the sport and fun of violence, as Tomas knew it was like with the Duergar. But he also knew that Alpha didn’t really care one way or another if one, two, ten, or a planet of humans died if they got in his way.

      That machine logic made for a sobering thought, when he considered the ally that he had sided with.

      Meson Displacement Detected. Multiple Warp Cores Firing.

      “What?” Dane Tomas enhanced the three-dimensional visualization in front of him with the flicker of a hand to show the sudden snarl of warp plasma and rippling waves of light as the Mercury Blade jumped out of near-space above the ice world of Epsilon G3-ov, and then there was a much larger displacement when the Alpha-vessel did exactly the same. The Alpha-vessel was so large, in fact, that even out here in the Constance, Dane felt the nauseous tug in his stomach, and the almost imperceptible jolt and shudder from the ship underneath and around him as it got hit by the shockwaves of the massive rupture in space-time.

      “Where did Alpha go? Why didn’t it transmit the coordinates to us as well!?” Dane Tomas said, his voice somewhere between outrage and panic.

      Alpha needs me. Alpha needs Armcore to run the galaxy. It can’t do this alone, he told himself, over and over.

      Captain Farlow coughed below him, clearing his throat. A curiously human gesture, and when he answered the senior’s question, he even sounded a little more human and not so expressionless.

      Dane Tomas wondered if it was because Alpha had left their near-space. Was its control over Farlow weakened by range? he thought, stashing that concern along with the many others in his memory. He never knew when he might need a piece of information like that.

      “Alpha has analyzed the warp plasma signature of the Mercury Blade and has predicted the possible locations and sectors that it could have jumped to,” the captain-who-had-once-been-a-general said. “It means to apprehend what Captain Eliard Martin stole.”

      “Without us?” Dane muttered, not expecting an answer.

      “We are hardly necessary for this operation,” Farlow supplied his answer anyway.

      Ugh. Dane Tomas hated feeling like this. Out of the loop. Useless. He had partnered with Alpha so that he could be in charge, a joint ruler of the galaxy! In fact, he would be the de facto ruler, as he had led himself to believe, because he knew about power. Who would have more power? The real power? The Alpha machine that was busy pretending to be some god, or the man with the actual boots on the ground and the spaceships in the void, patrolling the protectorate planets?

      But it still hurt him to think that he wasn’t invited to at least witness the final demise of both Ponos and some know-nothing pirate who had started all of this mess in the first place.

      “I believe that in this situation, sir,” the captain broke the silence, “Alpha would have assumed that we would probably already have our hands full.”

      “Hands full!?” Dane Tomas still hadn’t gotten used to the captain addressing him almost as he were an equal. “What on earth do you mean?”

      “There will be insurgents, sir,” Captain Farlow said. “Opposition to the new rule of the Alpha. There will be those who do not understand the benefits that Alpha will bring to the species.”

      The species, Dane noted. Not ours, or mine.

      “—and there is the matter of the Endurance to attend to, as well.” Farlow nodded toward one of the projected images, trained on the two halves of the crashed war cruiser.

      That had been one of my best boats, Dane thought mournfully, with all of the longing and pain of a child who loses a favorite toy. In some way, all of the craft and vessels of Armcore were his toys, and all of their crews were the little plastic men that he pretend-fought with.

      “Ponos indicated that the crew of the Endurance reverted to their traditional loyalty to you, sir,” Farlow said. “Before forcing it out, along with Captain Martin, and the ECN.”

      Dane looked at the two gigantic arms of the Endurance, once a super-classified, deep-cover, secret surveillance and covert operations masterpiece. Now it was rapidly forming into two giant snowbanks, and about to be covered and eaten by the ice world entirely.

      “Any life?” Dane muttered half-heartedly.

      “Ninety-two, sir,” Farlow responded.

      “And you really think that they remain loyal to me, right to the end?” Dane said.

      “Impossible to say for certain, sir, but they will certainly die without sufficient shelter, backup power, and resources—let alone what casualties they might suffer beforehand when the meson field below triggers a warp explosion.”

      “We could rescue them…” Dane Tomas mused, looking at the horribly broken pieces of the Endurance. Something about their ugliness, their incompleteness and irrevocable damage, made him want to gag and not think about it anymore. “But we would forever be wondering whether there are any Ponos-sympathizers amongst them,” Thomas said heavily. He didn’t want to see his favorite toy broken again. He had other war cruisers. Others that wouldn’t fail him by breaking, he hoped.

      “It is a shame that we already had urgent business to attend to, as you say, Captain Farlow,” Dane Tomas said heavily, clicking off the screen. They would die either from the warp explosion or the cold, and Epsilon G3-ov would become their testament and their tomb.

      “Tell the navigational bridge to set a jump course towards the nearest Armcore base. We need to mobilize the forces.”

      If there was a flicker from behind Captain Farlow’s eyes, he did not betray it to the CEO, Commander-in-Chief, and Senior Dane Tomas of Armcore.

      But one hand clenched into a tight fist as he stalked out of the private study chamber.
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      Fa-THUMP. Eliard’s eyes ached with the sudden inversion of normal material reality. For a moment, he couldn’t remember who he was, and he certainly had no idea where he was.

      How many jumps have we done already? He reeled. Three? Four?

      “Agh.” His mouth had gone inexplicably dry, and he had that metallic-ozone taste that always seemed to come with warp travel. Usually, the Captain of the Mercury Blade loved the head-achingly strange, torturous experience of jumping, as the ship’s computers used the quantum signatures pregnant in data-space to create a line between two far-off points, and then the warp engines generated the meson field which manipulated, bent, and finally tore reality.

      He loved it because, usually, for just a moment, he would feel as though he wasn’t some small, human being surrounded and constrained by all of his normal-reality problems. He would feel like he was a part of something much bigger, he would get a picture of himself as a part of much wider and expansive energy field, or the peak of a wave…

      Usually, anyway. Rapid-cycling warp jumps, in which you tried to chain-link a series of smaller warp jumps within as short a time as possible to each other, had a different effect on him, it seemed.

      “Irie, you still with us?” he managed to cough and splutter as he leaned heavily on the ship’s command wheel. This time, all of his already-battered body was aching as it tried to respond to the invisible forces that had been thrown against them.

      “Uhr…” the voice of the chief engineer came over the ship’s communicator. “Fine. Just my eyes feel like they’re trying to force their way out through my ears…”

      “Can you—” Eliard started to say in alarm.

      “It’s fine. I’ve already pulled the limiter and cycling up the warp engines again, boss.”

      The captain didn’t know what he’d do without Irie. Die, probably. She was the best mechanical engineer that he had ever known, let alone worked with. But he knew that what he was asking of her was still a heady task. There was a reason why warp engines had limiters on them—controls that stopped the warp cores from being used too many times in quick succession. Warp cores were dangerous because they endeavored to generate and control warp plasma, one of the most volatile substances in the universe, and even with the fine degree of engineering that went into the cores and engines that surrounded them, they could still crack, leak, or explode.

      But she knows what she is doing, the captain thought.

      Outside was the bright expanse of stars, none of whom he knew by heart, and inside the cockpit the navigational computer was currently cycling through the available coordinates to determine the next destination.

      Current Location: Aletta System, Sub-Gemini Space. Imperial Coalition Sector 5.

      “Sector Five…” the captain’s eyes read the top readout of the navigational array. He didn’t think that he’d ever been to the Aletta System, as it was a fairly out-of-the-way but still central sector of the Imperial Coalition. A quiet sector, he had always assumed. Not quite the rich and wealthy home worlds of the Inner Sectors of Coalition space, where he himself had been raised, but still comfortable enough to not have a massive Armcore presence.

      Ping! Message Received! Aletta Tracking Satellite 3g01.

      The captain flinched. He shouldn’t have been surprised that the nearest drone satellites in Imperial Coalition space would start asking him what he was doing there, and where he was going.

      Aren’t they going to get a surprise when Alpha turns up… Eliard thought, hitting the ship’s communicator once again.

      “Irie? How are we doing down there?”

      “Sixty-four percent cycled. I can make her jump, but it won’t be far.”

      What was best? The captain had a moment of indecision. Smaller, nearer jumps or further jumps right to the far end of Coalition space? Instinctively, and perhaps primitively, he would rather jump to the end of Coalition space. Put as much distance between us and it, he thought, but he knew that was a bad idea. The Alpha-vessel was huge. Simply titanic. It would be able to jump any distance that the far smaller Mercury could.

      “Do it.” He decided. “Jump.”

      “Where to?” Irie said.

      “Anywhere.” Eliard gripped the ship’s command wheel with one hand and gritted his teeth as he felt the first shockwave from the warp core.

      Or didn’t feel it, he had to remind himself. He knew the theory of warp travel, having been forced to study it at Trevalyn Academy. The first signals that the warp engine transmitted, using quantum data, shouldn’t be detectable at all by a human.

      But he felt it, he knew that he could. It was like a sudden rush of vertigo, an unexpected nausea before—

      Alert! Warp Signature Detected! the computer blared, just as the Aletta stars in front of him started to slide and swirl and change color.

      Warp fire, Eliard knew, and so far out there, he knew that it wasn’t coming from the Mercury Blade. As his eyes started to blur and his headache pounded, he was sure that he saw the space in front of him erupt into purple and blue and glaring flashes of light, as a vessel many times larger than his own appeared.

      It was Alpha, and he saw the glittering pinpoints of light from its four-pointed nose cone as it fired—

      Fa-THUMP!
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      Warp Cycle Completed. Re-calibrating Navigational Array…

      The sensors blared at him as Eliard shook his head and opened his eyes. He felt like he had been asleep. How long had he been unconscious?

      Oh, I wasn’t, he realized as he saw that he was still standing just as he had when they had jumped from the Aletta System. Is it normal to have lapses in consciousness when you jump?

      “Irie,” he said, his eyes still aching as he looked out of the cockpit window to see where the computer had randomized them to.

      Holy crap.

      In front of them was a wall of metal. Well, more a globe of metal structures, loosely connected to each other in an array of ‘platforms’ around something. It wasn’t like the metal sphere of Armcore Prime, which was completely closed and much smaller. No, Eliard knew precisely what these orbital platforms were surrounding, as there was only one possible location in all of Imperial Coalition space that had this exact structure.

      It was Old Earth. The home of the Empire.
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      “Why on earth did you jump us here!” Eliard shouted, his nausea and headache getting the better of him.

      “I didn’t intend to! The warp computer is set to randomizable locations, stars’-dammit!” Irie was shouting back, just as hard. That was generally something that the captain had always liked about her, and all of his crew when he also had Val Pathok, the largest ever Duergar that you had ever seen. None of them would have lasted a minute under Armcore or Trevalyn rules. Irie shouted and bawled back at him just as much as he snapped at her. More so, probably.

      “Randomizable or not, get us out of here. Now,” he said, keeping his hand on the wheel and his eyes scouring the scanners for signs of Alpha or Old Earth’s defenses.

      Humanity had left the cradle of Old Earth a long time ago, almost a thousand years ago, if you believed the legends. But they had never got far until they had discovered the Valyien relics and ruins that led them to unlock warp travel. In that time before, when the human race had been constrained to near-earth rocket fuels and dangerous thermonuclear reactions, the planet that had been their nursery was slowly covered by orbital stations, while the planet below died.

      It had been the noble houses who were the first to ascend into space. Families and individuals that could afford it. Eliard had heard all of the origin stories of his own house, of course, both the officially glorious stories and the data-space gossip. Every noble house had their own origin story. That they had crawled up out of the mire of economic recession, poverty, and disease to lead their people to a new light like a technological messiah.

      But the fact of the situation was simple, Eliard had come to understand. Old Earth was choking on its own planetary degradation, and its minerals were just about used up. The only hope for the human race was its expansion into new worlds, and only the noble houses had the money and resources to fund it—mostly because they had spent the last few hundred years stealing them from all of the poor, overpopulated citizens of Old Earth.

      But the houses were at dire risk of war. Humanity itself was in danger of fragmenting, becoming cutoff cargo-cults from their mother world and each other, so the Coalition had been created. A semi-democratic institution where each noble house had a say in the development of the Empire as a whole.

      And meanwhile, behind them, Old Earth the physical planet was abandoned to the barbarous, the cults, and the wretched, as the Coalition’s headquarters took to the rings of metal platforms that enclosed the planet.

      Alert! Multiple Tracking Systems Locking onto the Ship! His computer blipped in alarm. Eliard wasn’t surprised. He was a wanted man, and the Mercury Blade was a stolen noble vessel. And there were rumors of war and alien invasion everywhere.

      Alert! Incoming Message: OEC Central Comms.

      OEC. Old Earth Coalition Central Communications, Eliard translated as he wished that Irie would just get it done.

      Accept Message? Y/N.

      Message Override! Security Protocols Breached!

      Eliard growled. He wasn’t surprised that the administrative capital of the Coalition had the tools to overwhelm the Mercury’s tiny communications firewall, but still, how many times had someone done that to him recently? It was just plain rude.

      “Mercury Blade. This is OEC Central. I see from your designation that you are currently Restricted Class 3, which means that you are required to power down your warp engines and propulsion boosters immediately, as well as all weapons systems. Please comply. Thank you.”

      “Ah… That’s not going to happen, I’m afraid,” Eliard said, knowing that he didn’t have time for this. He had to be jumping. He had to be getting out of here before—

      Fa-THUMP!

      Alert! Warp Signatures Detected!

      Oh no.

      There was a splash of warp light and plasma as the Alpha-vessel arrived, shivering and shimmering through odd angles into the space in front of Old Earth.

      “Irie!” Eliard shouted, hitting the boosters and pulling on the ship’s command wheel to throw them to one side. He knew that he had moments before the warp fire settled and the Alpha-vessel would be fully operational.

      Which meant that it would be able to fire at them, and they wouldn’t have a chance.

      “Captain, we’ve got problems down here,” she said. “One of the warp cores is too agitated, so I’ve had to cap it off until the plasma settles, and instead, I’m cycling the other core. It’ll take longer at first, but after the first, we should be able to use them in tandem.”

      “What does any of that even mean!” Eliard was saying as he spun the Mercury Blade around the curve of the Earth.

      Alert! Multiple Tracking Locks on the Ship!

      “Oh hell, oh hell, oh hell…” Out of the corner of his eye, Eliard could see multiple ports and docking bays opening across the Old Earth platforms as they flew, releasing attack craft that were only fractionally smaller than the Mercury Blade.

      It wasn’t them that he was particularly worried about, the captain knew that the Mercury was fast. An ex-racer. One of the fastest boats out there. But he was worried what would happen when—

      WHUMP!

      The bow-wave of the explosion rocked the Mercury Blade off its axis, sending them spiraling perilously close to the platforms that contained Old Earth. For a dizzying moment, Eliard saw the sudden nearness of metal girders and external bulkheads, and even galleries of crystal-glass windows. The platforms that surrounded Old Earth were complicated and elaborate, with modules and pods of metal built onto and out of each other, or on long gantry arms, connected by thin access tubes. It was like an entire orbital city, and one that was given over to the minutely-managed bureaucracy of the Coalition.

      “Rear left boosters!” he called as he hit the pedals at the foot of the wheel, knowing that his voice activation software should take over if he was too busy flying. Thankfully, it did, and he felt a kick of power as the Mercury Blade suddenly turned in what would have looked like an airplane move if he were in atmosphere and shot across the face of the platform structure, barely twenty meters from its surface.

      “What was that?” he called out as he ran the Mercury past the satellite towers and gun emplacements. “What was that explosion?”

      “I’m a bit busy making sure that this stars-damned core doesn’t blow down here, boss!” Irie’s annoyed voice came over the personal ship’s communicator.

      There was a movement behind him as the looming giant Ponos appeared at his side. “I believe, Captain Martin, that it was the Alpha-vessel attempting to secure our capture.”

      “By shooting at us!” Eliard shouted, his eyes flicking to the sensor visualization. Behind him was a jagged hole of rent metal in one of the receding platforms, spilling debris in a cloud.

      “I believe that my baby brother wants to incapacitate us. Although it has to be reasoned that the very object it wants, the head of the ECN, does not need oxygen nor gravity to survive…”

      Eliard snarled. That was Ponos’s way of saying that Alpha could blast them out of the void and then scour the wreckage for whatever it wanted.

      Well, not today. He kicked the booster pedals at his feet, performing a U-turn to head back the way he had come.

      “Captain? What the hell are you doing!?” Irie sounded distressed. “You’re flying us straight towards Alpha!”

      “Get that damn warp core working, Hanson. Leave me to the flying,” he said grimly, curving up the struts of the platform and flying as close as he dared while still having the time to react to the buttresses and ports that stuck out from the orbital city at every possible angle.

      “Clever, Captain. Alpha will have already tracked and predicted your previous flight path, and the digital noise this close to the station will mask your own transmission,” Ponos congratulated him.

      “I don’t need your praise,” he muttered as he swerved once more, back and forth through the forest of communications and satellite towers.

      But it seemed that Alpha already had its own problems. The attack craft that had been disgorged by the OEC platforms had only been the first wave. Instead, they had been joined by many more. Many more craft that swept towards the invading behemoth, firing in their formations.

      But Alpha, although tiny in comparison to an entire planet, still possessed the most advanced battle intelligence ever known. Eliard half-watched the visualizations overhead as entire attack wings of the OEC craft vanished as Alpha’s multiple meson lasers cut through them.

      “Come on, come on!” Eliard said as he swerved once again, turned, and banked.

      “Single core at fifty-five percent!” Irie shouted. It would be enough to get them to the Oort Cloud, perhaps. Eliard watched as the OEC platforms fired multiple defense lasers at the Alpha craft, looking like lines of white fire drawn by some vengeful god.

      He saw Alpha shake. He saw explosion-plumes of gases and plasma.

      “Core at fifty-eight percent, Captain. Do you want me to jump? Random rapid cycling again…”

      Eliard was frowning as he only half-heard what his engineer was saying. His eyes were fixed on the visualization as four lasers shot out from Alpha, expertly destroying four of the attacking defense laser towers, but there were still more.

      Another two of the OEC’s defense towers added their lasers to the attack, and Eliard realized that he was watching something amazing.

      Alpha is getting damaged, he thought. Almost a third of the attack craft had been destroyed, either by laser fire or by strange, projectile explosions that had come from the Alpha craft to detonate in the midst of their ranks. But of those two-thirds that remained, they were everywhere, like wasps stinging a tiger.

      “They might be small stings, but there are hundreds of them,” Eliard said, his mouth starting to open into a smile.

      “Captain!” Ponos’s alarmed digital voice broke his amazement as the man-droid reached over his shoulder and quickly turned the ship’s wheel a few degrees so that the Mercury Blade avoided another satellite tower.

      “Oh right, sorry.” Eliard shook his head and continued to fly as the battle raged on in digital visuals in front of him.

      Battle, he corrected himself. This isn’t a battle. This is a victory…

      There was a sudden snarl of brilliant light, and the bleed of purple, red, and blue colors as Alpha initiated its own multiple warp engines. Eliard saw a handful of the OEC attack craft disappear as they were caught up in the burst of warp plasma, and he wondered if that had been the Alpha-vessel’s intention.

      No, a helpful side effect, he considered, feeling his stomach lurch to one side as the gigantic vessel tore reality and vanished.

      “Captain!?” Irie sounded near frantic at one end of the ship’s communicator. “What do you want me to do? We’ve got enough juice to take us to Alpha Centauri, I think…”

      “Hold it,” Eliard said, on the spur of the moment.

      “Captain, can I enquire as to what you are doing?” Ponos appeared equally as confused by the pirate’s actions, but Eliard knew in his heart that what he was doing was the right thing.

      “Computer? Open a channel to the OEC Comms,” Eliard said, lifting the Mercury Blade higher into orbit around the platform that was itself orbiting the Earth.

      Communication Link Established.

      “This is Captain Eliard Martin of the Mercury Blade, and I would like to hand myself in to the Coalition authorities,” he said with a massive grin on his face.

      You know what, he thought as a number of tracking spotlights flashed from the nearby platform buttresses on his ship, owning up to my crimes has never felt so good.
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      “Are you seriously going to tell me that you think this was a good idea?” Irie said dourly from where she stood just a few feet away from the captain.

      He didn’t really think that she had a right to complain, not after their lives had been saved by the OEC defenses, but he guessed that currently having the magnetized handcuff links around her wrists was enough to make anyone a bit peeved.

      “Because, boss, and you know I respect you, but I’m telling you that your good ideas need a lot of work…” she grumbled once again.

      They stood in a hallway that was split in half by a steady-state meson field, glittering blue. On their side, the floor and the walls were comprised of a gridded, industrial paneling, whereas on the other side of the meson field, the floor and walls were made of smooth metal tiles, along which stalked a line of guards in heavy tactical suits.

      “Trust me, Irie. This is going to work out,” Eliard said confidently.

      To which his chief engineer only replied, “Just like it worked out for him?” She flicked her secured hands towards the floating plinth following them, atop of which lay the prone form of Ponos. “And after everything that we went through to wake that stars-damned thing up!” She shook her head, and the captain rather thought that it wasn’t the loss of Ponos per se that was annoying his engineer, but the fact that she had spent so much time on Ponos, and the Mercury, and now both were impounded by the Coalition.

      “Well, he is supposed to be the Armcore house intelligence, right?” Eliard conceded. When Armcore had effectively declared war on the rest of the Coalition, then he could understand why the OEC would taser Ponos as soon as he walked into their docking port.

      From there, the Old Earth Coalition guards had sized up Irie Hanson and Eliard Martin down the barrels of their heavy blaster rifles, before performing a weapons search, restraining them, and corralling them into the ‘detainee’ avenues of the OEC platforms.

      Old Earth takes its detainees VERY seriously, Eliard thought when he saw the extreme amount of energy and industry that had gone to creating parallel walkways and one hundred percent surveillance, and no chance of an escape.

      But maybe that, too, Elaird could understand. The OEC were supposed to be the heart of the empire, the very hub from which the rest of Imperial Space radiated like spokes. Instead, it had become a bureaucratic anomaly—an annoying piece of red tape uselessly holding people back. Or so many of the noble houses privately believed.

      The houses each had their own territories. They had their own navies which, although small and laughable in comparison to the massed might of Armcore, were loyal and dedicated. Usually they were family members themselves, distantly related, and trained at the Trevalyn.

      The noble houses didn’t need Old Earth anymore, not to function inside their own sectors of space, and Armcore certainly didn’t want to have to obey the regulations that this center imposed on them all.

      The OEC is a relic from a bygone age, and they know it, Eliard considered. This was why they had become what they were: a ball of metal surrounding the dead or dying planet Earth, stuffed with defenses, waiting for the inevitable rebellion, civil war, or insurgency.

      “The OEC has a lot of enemies,” Eliard considered out loud as the guards on the other side of the glittering blue, and entirely deadly, meson field nodded them forward again. And I bet they have a lot of traitors, too.

      “Yeah, and I think I can see why…” Irie said miserably.

      The OEC had become paranoid in their dotage, but paranoid for good reasons.

      But Eliard couldn’t stop from smiling. Why hadn’t I thought of this before? He shook his head.

      “What’s made you so jovial all this time? Is this some reverse hostage psychology thing?” Irie scowled. Again.

      “No. Or at least, if it is, I’m not intending it to be,” the captain said happily. “Remember what the sleeping tin-man here told us back on Epsilon G3? That Alpha had fought the noble houses, and then that Armcore had thrown its lot in with Alpha?”

      “Yeah… Why is that such a good thing?” Irie looked at him doubtfully.

      “Well… Who else but the bastion of Old Earth, in the entire Empire, has any kind of fortress to match Armcore Prime?” Eliard lifted his shoulders in a pleased sigh. “If there is anywhere that might be able to defeat Alpha and Armcore together, then it has to be here. It has to be the noble houses.”

      Irie looked at him as if he had lost his marbles, just as there was a sudden shuffling of the guards on the other side of the meson field, and Eliard turned to see that each one had fallen to one knee.

      Standing in their midst was a very small, middle-aged woman in a golden metallic gown, with a tall headpiece.

      Oh crap. It’s her, he had a chance to think.

      “I’m glad to hear of your faith in us at last, Captain Martin,” the woman said in a cracked, ancient voice. “Or should I be referring to you as Lord Martin?”
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      The Recorder was a woman with a prodigious reputation, and an even more ferocious intelligence. That much was clear as she commanded their cuffs to be deactivated and for the two prisoners to be seated in an elegant hall with high crystal-glass windows stained a myriad of colors, and an ancient, real-wood circular desk and chairs.

      “I can trust that Lord Martin and Chief Engineer Hanson won’t escape or try to endanger me, guards,” she scoffed at the Old Earth Coalition sergeant who appeared to be outraged at this development.

      “They know that we are each other’s only hope against a far greater enemy,” the woman said seriously, nodding for the sergeant to be dismissed.

      “But, Recorder, ma’am, what about the, uh…” The sergeant’s eyes flickered to the floating drone-plinth upon which lay the electrocuted form of the mecha that housed the original Armcore intelligence, Ponos.

      Eliard watched as a shadow of uncertainty crossed the woman’s face, to be replaced by a slightly cruel glee. “Oh, just leave it there for the moment. I want to talk to these good people without Ponos trying to interfere in everything like it always does.”

      “Well, it seems like she knows Ponos for sure!” Irie muttered to Eliard as she settled into her seat beside him.

      “Yes, I have, uh…had run-ins with the Armcore intelligence before, I guess you could say.” The woman smiled thinly over steepled hands. From this distance, Eliard had a chance to really study her, and found himself doing so as a gambler might assess his competition.

      She was mature, deeply wrinkled but still with good skin the color of burnished copper. Her hair was black and fairly short, and her eyes sharp. She had set aside the gigantic headdress of her station, revealing that the only other adornment on her head was a very discrete iridescent node just behind the eye and in front of the ear on her right temple.

      A data node, Eliard thought. Those things were expensive and very rare, and he had only met a handful of people who’d had them installed. They were actually micro data computers, capable of transmitting and receiving the information encoded into quantum data-space, and often used either by lawyers, accountants, or historians.

      Eliard presumed that she must be the latter of those groups, but she had the air of the former and the calculating gaze of the second.

      “I am known as the Recorder,” the woman in the rich metallic-orange robes that almost matched her umber skin said. “Which, in case you are unaware—”

      She is talking for Irie’s benefit, Eliard realized, finding himself starting to like the woman. He knew what she was and who she was, as his own father Lord General Martin had warned him of her many years ago. But he listened and watched as the Recorder introduced herself to them both, without singling either himself or his chief engineer out as one who ‘wasn’t in the know.’

      “It’s an honorific title. Ridiculous, really. Dating back to old, old, ancient Earth, when certain cities had dignitaries whose official job it was to remember city ordinances, disputes, and the like.”

      “You remember laws?” Irie frowned.

      “Yes.” The woman smiled.

      Irie pulled a face. “I, uh… I’m not quite sure that this Alpha vessel is going to obey a court injunction, ma’am.”

      “Ha! You’re funny. I like you.” The Recorder smiled. “Luckily for everyone here anyway, I do not just record and remember laws, but also military strategy, tactics, negotiations, trade deals… In short, I remember history.”

      “You’re House Archival,” Irie said, half-accusingly, half-hopefully, and the mixed tone of regret and hope made Eliard’s heart ache.

      Cass had been House Archival, he remembered. She had been the beautiful, deadly blonde woman who had gotten them all mixed up in this mess by downloading and stealing the Alpha intelligence from Armcore in the first place.

      Or, I guess you could say that she had helped to save the galaxy for a little while… Eliard thought sadly, but fondly.

      He had been smitten with her, he knew. Smitten and angered and betrayed and made foolish by the House Archival agent—a deep spy that had been sent to infiltrate Armcore and stop precisely what it had been attempting to do all along. Partly it was because of her guts and her pride, Eliard thought, and partly it was the way that she had died.

      Cassandra Milan had been, for but a short while, on my crew. Eliard felt that familiar gut-kick of pain. He was responsible for everyone on the Mercury Blade, of that he was certain. Perhaps he was unlike many other pirate captains in that respect. Maybe it was a holdover from his Trevalyn days, but all that Eliard knew was this: that if the crew couldn’t depend on their captain to keep them alive, then what sort of ship was it?

      My family may be small, and it may be entirely made up of the people who have crewed the Mercury Blade, Eliard recognized, but they were mine.

      “I see that you know of us.” The Recorder inclined her head at the gales of emotions that had swept over the two faces in front of her. “You know what it is that we do, and you know what it is that we work towards.”

      “You’re historians,” Irie answered. “Your entire house is trying to record the history of the galaxy or something like that…”

      “Correct.” The Recorder smiled. “There are various schools of thought, however. There are those that specialize in the history of the Duergar, or the history of flora and fauna. I, however, used to specialize in the history of humanity, which I believe is why I was called upon to become the Recorder of the OEC.”

      Which is as close as one comes to a president in the Imperial Coalition, Eliard knew. Not that the Coalition had leaders. It was supposed to act as a Council of Noble Houses, but this woman was the officiator, who, with all of her intricate and nuanced learning of the history of the entire Imperial Coalition, naturally had acquired lot of power.

      “You are both aware, as well, of the current state of affairs in the Imperial Coalition?” the Recorder asked.

      “Which state of affairs?” Eliard said a little dryly. He liked her, but that didn’t mean that he had to trust her.

      “Very funny. The war. The insurgent movement. The invasion.” The Recorder’s tone was deadly serious.

      “I take it that you mean Alpha and Armcore?” Eliard said. “Because I’m not quite sure I would call it an insurgency.”

      “When a group internal to society decides to take up arms to overthrow the heads of that society then yes, that is known as an insurgency.” The Recorder’s clarity was exacting and inarguable. “However, this situation can also be described as an invasion, thanks to the creature known as Alpha, which is itself representative of a foreign power.”

      “A long-dead foreign power,” Elirad had to point out.

      “Really?” the Recorder said. “In all of my research and studying, I have learned many things, but none more so pressing than this: never, ever think that you know all the ways of the universe. Not yet. The galaxy and beyond will always surprise you.”

      “Outstanding. So you think the Valyien aren’t dead?” Eliard’s voice rose a notch. That was all that they needed right now. For a moment, his mind flickered back to that warp gate hidden under the ice of Epsilon G3-ov, and the strange movement that he had seen inside the light. He was sure that it had been a figure…

      No. Impossible. Nothing can survive in quantum space. Not like that.

      “No, I have no evidence to assume that they weren’t destroyed, or killed off, or became extinct a long time ago,” the Recorder said. “However, since we have very little information of where the Valyien came from—we have no archaeological record of their beginnings, for sure—then we can only assume that they came here from afar. Logically, it stands to reason that if we cannot predict where a thing begins, we also cannot adequately predict where and when it ended.”

      “Your logic is crushing,” Eliard managed to congratulate her. “But you don’t seriously believe, do you, that…”

      The Recorder cleared her throat. “All I am saying, Captain, is that given some recent observations, it would be best to maintain an open mind.” She flicked her hand, and the central panes of the crystal-glass windows behind her flushed dark, and then there was projected a very different scene. It was a tiny, flickering light gradually growing lighter and lighter in the frame, until it illuminated a person standing in front of a ball of dancing light.

      “What!” Eliard shot to his feet. “What is the meaning of this? Is this some kind of sick joke?”

      The person behind the ball of floating plasma light, looking serious and steadily out of the center of the recording, was none other than the dead House Archival agent, Cassandra Milan.
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      “Explain yourself!” Eliard leaned forward to point his one good hand at the Recorder as the double-doors behind him hummed open, spilling OEC guards that had been summoned by the outburst.

      The Recorder’s face was impassive as she stared up at the captain. “You do not need me to tell you, of all people, who that person on the screen behind me is,” the Recorder said. “That is Cassandra Milan, Cassie, or Cass, one of my best agents.”

      “I saw her die,” Eliard said. I helped her to die. His heart thumped.

      The memory rose in his mind like a shark from the deep, threatening to rob him of any semblance of control. They had been attacked by the mutant Q’Lot hybrid things. He didn’t know if they were some sort of weapon of the Q’Lot itself, or more likely to be an Armcore creation, merging the difficult, mutable genome of the ancient Q’Lot with human or other animals.

      They had been attacked, and Cassandra had fallen. The only option had been to either let her die, or to take her back to the nearest medical facility or try some of the rare Armcore Q’Lot serum to keep her alive. The Blue Serum was supposed to be used for super soldiers that the Armcore was going to develop, infusing their body with an organic, natural viral version of the recovery nanobots. A virus that wouldn’t attack your system but would rebuild it.

      The Blue Serum had failed. Cassandra had died.

      No, Eliard forced himself to admit.

      The Blue Serum had killed her. He had watched as her body had reacted to it, and the mixed toxins and poisons of both the serum and the mutant Q’Lot’s attacks had killed her. She might still be alive if he hadn’t decided to treat her there, lightyears away in the middle of nowhere.

      And all because I couldn’t face handing myself over to the nearest medical facility, and thus getting apprehended by the Coalition or by Armcore, Eliard thought bitterly. Back then, at the start of this crazy adventure, he had been even more of a fool than he was now.

      I had been certain that I was special. That I was the best pirate captain in all of non-aligned space, Eliard thought. That my reputation was worth so much, that I had convinced myself that Cassandra Milan wouldn’t want me to give ourselves up for her.

      But now, it appeared, that she was in fact alive. But how could that be? How?

      “Just watch, Lord Captain Martin,” the Recorder said softly. “We received this message not nine hours ago, and I was in the process of analyzing its accuracy and deciding who to approach with it when Senior Tomas of Armcore performed his betrayal, and the noble houses were devastated at the Massacre of Helion.” She paused, turning in her chair to face the screen with the still image of the woman that Eliard couldn’t take his eyes from.

      “It appears, Lord Captain, that even in our darkest moments, there is still the possibility of hope.” She signaled with her hand, and the video started to play.
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      “Friends, colleagues…” the image of Cassandra began, and Eliard felt his throat tighten immediately. She looked just the same as ever, the same bob of blonde hair, the same clear blue-green eyes, high cheekbones, but not the same loose-fitting casual expeditioner’s gear that he had last seen her wearing, Instead, she wore layers of a white and silver material, something like cotton but overlaid with silk or metallic thread.

      “My name is Cassandra Milan, Agent Xg3 for House Archival. If those viewing this have any need to verify my credentials, then please contact House Archival and quote ‘Xge CORMORANT,’ which was my access designation. That should prove who I am.

      “I was a super-black operative, tasked to House Archival’s Investigations and Retrievals Team. I was sent on a mission to investigate, disrupt, and seek to apprehend the machine intelligence now known as the Alpha Program.

      “House Archival had been aware for a few years that Armcore had been developing a new type of machine intelligence, one that they called their Enhanced Cognitive Network. Although this was top secret, this was hardly surprising. It is what all of the noble houses have been doing for a while too—”

      Eliard was sure that he saw the Recorder flinch when one of her most trusted secret agents admitted to that on camera. Not that he thought it mattered now, given the current state of war across the Empire.

      “However, when we started to be made aware that Armcore were seeking to revive some kind of ancient Valyien technology, I was tasked to investigate. As I am sure that my listeners will be aware, the power that Armcore already had in the Empire was too great, and the risks of recreating Valyien structures were too great.”

      This time, Eliard saw Cassandra’s eyes flicker as she looked to one side, out of camera shot, as if checking with someone else.

      Who was there with her? Everything around, behind, or beyond the woman was just a dark blur, as the contrast from the small, floating ball of white was bright.

      And just what is that light, too? he wondered. If he didn’t know better, he would have said that it was a semi-stabilized ball of plasma, but that was impossible. Everyone knew that.

      “As you may be aware, I succeeded. I found a group of space-pirates—”

      “Hurrah!” Irie punched the air.

      “—who were amenable, and together we endeavored to take the Alpha program to the House Archival data vaults, where it would be studied and, perhaps, never activated at all.”

      Her tone became serious as she looked directly out at the camera.

      “We failed. The only option was to release what became known as the Alpha program to save it from Armcore manipulation. I had no idea what would happen; that it would seed itself across the entirety of human data-space, growing exponentially in processing power until it became what it is today. For this, I think that I have to take at least a part of the blame.”

      “No,” Eliard muttered. They had no choice. They had been surrounded by people about to shoot them, House Merriman guards who had sold them out to Armcore. They were going to die anyway…

      “And so I worked with my new-found colleagues to try and right the wrong that I had perpetrated. We discovered that Ponos, the original Armcore intelligence, was eager to put a stop to Alpha as well, as it would spell the end of Ponos’s control over CEO Dane Tomas.

      “Ponos took us to the Adiba Research Station in Frontier Space, there to retrieve reverse-engineered Q’Lot technology to help in the fight against Alpha. We found serums destined to create super-soldiers, as well as genetic weaponry.”

      Eliard raised the Device that had taken over one of his arms.

      “But it was there that I…that I died.” Her face fell once more, and her voice trembled.

      What? Eliard thought. How under the stars could she be standing there talking to them if she was actually dead? Unless… This could be a simulation? He felt a snarl of betrayal and anger flow through him.

      “Recorder, is this one of your House Archival tricks?” He remembered well the different types of psychological tactics that the noble houses would use to try and instill fanatical loyalty in their followers.

      “No! Just listen, Lord Captain!” The Recorder appeared shocked that he would even suggest such a thing.

      “Or a part of me did. I don’t know. I was saved. Revived.” The agent looked back up at the camera, and her eyes took on the eerie shine of the warp plasma.

      “I have been asked to send you a message, and to ask for the help of all of the free peoples of humanity—those who are left now, anyway.

      “Friends and colleagues, I would like to introduce you to Seed-Speaker Kril, of the Q’Lot.”

      Eliard felt his heart hammer, and, as the camera swept back to reveal the room in greater detail, the Device on his arm pulsed as if he had been electrocuted.

      There, standing just to one side of Cassandra Milan, were two beings. One of whom Eliard recognized immediately, and he felt a sliver of worry. The last time he had seen this creature, it had been trapped in an Armcore research cell, grotesquely mutated and apparently surviving on nothing, but still awake and zombie-like, and eager for human blood.

      Professor Trent. He saw that just like the agent, the humanoid shape had also forgone his original torn and dirty scientists’ clothing and was instead clothed in the same white and silver robes. That was where the similarity to Cassandra Milan ended, however, as in place of his two arms were the backward-folding clawed arms similar to a praying mantis, and his head was a shrunken egg of flesh and scales. His entire body appeared covered in the sheen of blueish-grey white scales, a much lighter variant of the same deep blue turquoise that covered Eliard’s arm. The man had no appreciable mouth apart from a tiny aperture, and he also had two beady black eyes to either side of the nub of a sensing organ that must have once been a human nose.

      Argyle Trent had been one of the Armcore scientists working on the Q’Lot virus, Eliard knew. He had been infected, and then re-infected himself to save himself from dying, before performing his last act as a conscious, still almost human, which had been to seal himself—itself—into one of the station’s containment cells.

      The captain once again considered himself lucky that the only changes to his body had been the Device, as it could have been much worse.

      “Oh my stars…” Eliard heard Irie Hanson say, instinctively getting to her feet as she saw what the other creature was who stood next to Cassie and Argyle.

      It was a Q’Lot. Or it had to be, Eliard reasoned. No one had ever actually seen one in person, and the only evidence that they had to go on of what they looked like had been the ancient mosaic reliefs created by the Duergar to tell the saga of the wars between the Valyien and this other strange alien race.

      The Q’Lot were tall, all of the humans in the room saw. This singular specimen stood an easy head and shoulders higher than Cassie and Argyle, and it dominated the small scene without even raising one of its many limbs.

      Many limbs, because it had four of them. Six, if you counted the legs. Just like the Valyien, Eliard thought. Only the Valyien’s two extra ‘front’ limbs appeared to be able to be used either as legs or as arms so that they could charge centaur-like or stand insect-like. This Q’Lot specimen, on the contrary, had an extra two ‘midriff’ arms that were of the same backwards-folding praying mantis claw arrangement that Argyle Trent had, only they were much smaller, almost withered as they folded against the narrow chest.

      Next to these withered arms were two more human-appearing long arms that ended in long, prehensile fingers that continued to twitch and move even as the rest of the creature stood still.

      But not entirely still, is it? Eliard’s curiosity and fascination took over. Its head was an elongated oval, with the same small black orbs, like beads on either side of the sensing nub that the human hybrid Argyle had, but where its ‘mouth’ should have been there fell a curling, writhing, mess of tentacles like a cuttlefish or a squid. Every part of its body that wasn’t covered in the same white and silver material was also sheened with the off-white and bluish pastel scales that Argyle had.

      The Q’Lot didn’t move, apart from its twitching fingers and the face tentacles, which reminded the captain a little of the way that a sea anemone might play and writhe in the deep ocean currents.

      “Seed-Speaker Kril unfortunately still has difficulty adjusting to human speech, so it would be better if I communicate on their behalf,” Cassandra continued.

      Their, Eliard thought. Not his or hers. He wondered just what strange sort of biology these beings had.

      “The Q’Lot regard themselves as something close to gardeners in human thought. They traverse the galaxy, seeking to encourage biological life of all varieties, and their technology is of an organic nature that I cannot even begin to fathom,” Cassandra said, and Eliard saw the Recorder lean forward, tapping the node on the side of her head as she hungrily harvested the information.

      “But they are a race with a very deep past. And with that past comes ghosts, I guess you could say….” Cassandra waited for something, and Eliard wondered if it was a signal or confirmation from the strange being. “I do not understand their connection yet, but the Q’Lot and the Valyien have been engaged in an eons-old galactic war. Like two cousins who have taken different paths…

      “The Valyien were a technological race, the Q’Lot a biological one. The Valyien sought, as humans have done, to break apart the prime forces of the universe to understand them better. I have been told that the Valyien succeeded in doing this. This is why the Valyien were such experts at warp field, quantum, meson and boson manipulation, in our terms…”

      “Interesting…” the Recorder murmured.

      “But the Valyien went further than ever. They…” Elaird saw Cassie frown and shake her head. “It is so hard to put into words… But the Q’Lot believe that the Valyien found an alter-space. An under-dimension. Like data-space is the codable quantum reality to physical space… That is where they draw their power, and…” Another shake of the head. “And that is where they went.”

      “What?” Irie Hanson frowned. “Impossible. The laws of physics…”

      “The Valyien didn’t die out, although, materially and physically, they have disappeared from the universe. Instead, they…they continue to exist in another form. And now they have found a way, through Alpha, to come back.”

      “Irie?” Eliard whispered. “Is any of this making sense to you? Could this happen?” Or had the Q’Lot deluded Cassandra, the captain wondered.

      “I don’t know, boss. I would have said not, but…” Irie was biting her bottom lip in a look of concentration that the captain knew well. It was when she was working on a particularly difficult, involved problem. “But I suppose, technically, there is no reason why the interiority of consciousness has to be attached to macro-molecules in the physical universe. It could, theoretically, be just as likely to exist in sub-atomic and quantum fields. But the Valyien would have had to find a way to translate all of their bodies, experiences, brains—or whatever they had inside their gross bodies—into that level of reality. Which we would say is impossible.”

      “The Valyien seem to have a habit of doing impossible things, Miss Hanson,” the Recorder said grimly, her eyes not wavering from the screen.

      “I believe it,” Eliard said firmly. I believe Cassie, he felt. He remembered seeing the warp gate under the ice of Epsilon G3-ov. He remembered seeing the strange warp plasma that appeared uncontained, impossible in every way.

      And he remembered seeing the shadow in the light. The something that had moved. Had that been one of the Valyien, existing in some other dimension and trying to get back in?

      “The Q’Lot’s histories tell of a time when the Valyien would sacrifice many millions of creatures, entire civilizations, at their warp gates, but they do not know if this was just sport or whether it was some part of their alter-technology,” Cassandra continued, before taking a deep breath.

      “And what is more important, is that the Q’Lot know where some of these buried warp gates were. Perhaps still are.”

      The side of Eliard’s mouth twitched into a grin. She means us to destroy them… Which was something that he would only be too happy to do.

      “We are moving towards the largest of these warp gate sites, in a system that the Coalition calls Esther—”

      “Esther. But that’s in Sector Three!” For the first time in all of this strange meeting, Eliard saw the Recorder look flustered. As well she might, he thought. Sector 3 wasn’t very far from Sector 1, where Old Earth was. It was the heart of Coalition territory, inside the Inner Sectors of comfortable noble house space. Definitely inhabited. If the Valyien ‘came through’ or ‘reactivated’ that warp gate or whatever they were planning to do through the Alpha-vessel there, the loss of human life would be so immense as to perhaps permanently affect the Coalition.

      If not the entire human species.

      “Our only advantage at the moment is that the Valyien, and the Alpha-vessel, do not appear to know that the Q’Lot have returned to face their ancient enemy, or that we know about these warp gate sites. As soon as they realize what we are doing, the Alpha-vessel is sure to do as much as they can to stop us.”

      Cassandra Milan looked directly into whatever sort of biological sensor-camera thing that the Q’Lot used, and Eliard was sure that she was looking directly at him.

      “We are asking all of the free peoples of the Coalition to come to our aid. To help us in our fight. Whether you are noble house or non-aligned, whether you are an allied race like the Gilees or the Duergar, then we will need your forces to help hold the Alpha-vessel back, at least until we can destroy this site.

      “Please. All is not yet lost. Together, we can win.”
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      We can’t hold out much longer… Section Manager Karis thought as her teeth shook, and once again her body started to shiver and shake.

      How long had it been? How many of her crew were left? She didn’t know, and to get the answers would mean moving, which would in turn mean losing precious body heat that she needed to survive.

      The section manager sat huddled against the similarly trembling body of one of her technicians in the command and control deck of the Endurance, with only the dull blinking of the red emergency light active to show that there was still some power in the generators.

      The downed Endurance had been running on its reserve power plants. Those reserves were designed to keep the crew alive for thirty days, during which time it was expected that they would be able to set up emergency beacons or mobile satellite arrays.

      But that was without the entire vessel being slowly covered in freezing ice, and the Armcore war cruiser itself being ripped in half by the crash. There was no way to keep such an edifice warm. Any attempt at regulating the heat would only be pouring energy into the outside atmosphere of the ice world, so instead they had to barricade themselves into the decks that had the most insulation, but still, the power cost just to keep these decks above freezing was phenomenal.

      Why didn’t the Armcore cruisers pick us up!? Once again, Karis felt the bite of fury that was the only thing that was keeping her warm. She had understood Ponos’s line of reasoning—that the Alpha-vessel would as soon kill them as even consider them, unless they could prove to it that they weren’t important. That they were insignificant to its designs.

      Which it looks like we clearly had done, all too well, apparently. She shivered once more.

      But the Armcore cruisers, the Constance and the Avalanche, they should at least have taken them into custody, or conducted a rescue mission to get them off of Epsilon G3-ov because they had been ‘manipulated by the rogue Ponos.’

      Maybe we were, she thought. She had trusted that hunk of metal. The Armcore machine intelligence had been the second-in-command of the entire corporation. Every year of her working life, she had taken orders from it.

      And it abandoned us, just as easily as Alpha and the senior did, she thought bitterly. There was even a small amount of jealousy and anger that she reserved for the pirates Captain Martin and Mechanic Hanson. What had they done to help them?

      Saved our lives. Her training didn’t allow her to lie to herself as completely or as easily as that. She knew that they were probably dead out there, too. Who could escape the Alpha-vessel? Who could outrun it? Where could any ship go that the Alpha-vessel couldn’t follow?

      “Sir…sir, get in here…” It was one of the technicians from the inner circle of the huddle of bodies, his lips bluing as he shuffled to make a space for her to re-join the warmer inner circle.

      “No.” Her teeth chattered as she shook her head. “I’m q-qu-quite alright h-here.” She had moved herself to the exterior of the circle so that her shoulder and back took the brunt of this side of the freezing conditions. The rest of her crew cycled from the innermost huddle to just in front of her, and still she wondered how long they could hold out.

      The technician was too exhausted and frozen to argue, but his reproachful look said it all.

      Okay, that’s enough of that, she thought. She hadn’t asked for volunteers to stay up here on the command and control deck, but a group of about twelve had done so all the same, claiming that she would freeze up here all alone.

      They were probably right, she knew. Some of the interior hull seals must have been broken in the crash, letting the freezing cold temperatures in from the smashed and compacted outer hull, because there was a rim of frost that was on everything that she could see.

      But I can’t wait and watch everyone dying around me, she thought. She had to send the technicians down to the mess hall where the rest of the freezing Endurance crew were holed up.

      “Link up,” she muttered, her voice too weak for it to be a command. Twelve owlish faces looked at her with worry.

      “Y-y-you’re heading down. Through the access corridor to the mess hall. If y-y-you take the service elevator, you’ll be better insulated,” she said, knowing that the elevators had stopped a long time ago, but that her crew could still use the ladders. As the lift shafts were almost in the direct center of the neck of the Endurance, they’d be warmer than they were now.

      “No,” one by one they said. “Not without you.”

      “S-someone has to man the comms,” she insisted. “Link up. That’s an order!” She managed to pour enough regret and frustration into her voice to make them think twice about disobeying her, as they started to shuffle their arms into the crook of each other’s elbows. Grunts of surprise and pain as they tried to stand, cracking the frost and ice that had formed on their legs.

      THUM-THUM-THUM.

      Before anyone had a chance to actually move, there was a noise like a dull banging. A whirr.

      Is that the warp field finally going off? Were they about to get hit by a shockwave that would probably flip the Endurance on its side? If they were fit and healthy and had eaten, they might be able to survive that, but in their current state?

      “There!” It was a voice, she swore that she could hear a voice.

      “Quickly, dammit! We haven’t got long before the field collapses!”

      Something funny was happening to the light in the room, and for a moment, Section Manager Karis didn’t know whether it was her eyes freezing or something else.

      It was something else. Her technicians gasped and murmured as a circle of molten red light was drawn over the near bulkhead door, and their bodies were so sensitive that they could feel the heat from the hissing, molten metal.

      Someone is using a laser-cutter to get in here. Karis felt sick with glee. But who was it? Was it the Captain Martin, returned with rescuers? Or the Armcore war cruisers?

      It wasn’t either of them, she saw as the wide circle of metal fell out into the room with a heavy clang, its sides hissing as it still burned red.

      “Hello?” Karis managed to croak. “This is Section Manager Karis of the Intelligence Division war cruiser the Endurance…” Her decades of training kicked in. “We are non-combatants. We request immediate amnesty…”

      “Damn right you’re non-combatants, at least in the state you’re in,” growled a voice as a thin man hopped, then hobbled into the room as if he were already injured. Karis saw the man lean against one of the tables for support as he raised his head. His had long white hair in a warrior’s braid, disheveled and unkempt, and a personalized heavy tactical encounter suit that already looked as though it was about to fall off his body. Sections of the poly-plate were cracked, dented, and crushed, and dried blood was clearly visible on the man’s aging face.

      He’s old, she thought in alarm. Very old.

      And behind him were lumbering shapes climbing through the hole that they had cut, barely big enough to fit them through.

      Duergar, in their full battle-plate that made them look like trolls, or half-giants. The Duergar were a race with slab-like shoulders, no appreciable necks, and heavy, shovel-like heads encrusted with fangs and scales. They were the fierce, warlike, and once genetically-uplifted slaves of the Valyien.

      “This her?” the old man muttered, nodding towards Karis.

      It was then that the largest of the Duergar activated the release mechanism for his full mask, and Karis realized that she knew him.

      “Val,” her weak voice said with relief. It was the biggest damn Duergar that she had ever seen, and the one that Ponos had sent to its homeworld of Dur to create an uprising among his peoples against the Alpha-vessel.

      It looks like he’s done just that.

      “Where is the boss?” Val Pathok grunted, his eyes unreadable as they swept over her.

      “It’s a long story…” Karis tottered to her feet. “But are we glad to see you!”

      “We haven’t got time for even short stories!” snapped the old human warrior. “We got here as fast as we could, but the warp field is going to ignite any hour now. My name is Lord Vincentius Aster, and the noble War Chief of Dur was good enough to pick me out of the wreckage of my own ship. We’re getting you and your crew out of here, and then you can tell me all about why the war chief here thinks that there’s some pirate captain running around with the key to killing Alpha on his arm!?”

      Karis shivered where she stood. “Just get my crew off this damn planet, and I’ll tell you everything you want you know.”
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      Despite Eliard’s sense of urgency, it still took the best part of another twenty-four hours before the Recorder was happy to release them and the Mercury Blade to go to Esther.

      “Our available forces are a fraction of Armcore’s,” she explained as they walked through one of the many long halls towards the outfitting and maintenance docks. “And as soon as we make a move, Alpha will know.”

      “Data-space,” Eliard agreed. Alpha had, presumably, almost total access to the realm of quantum information that the Imperial Coalition used.

      “Yes, which is why we have been forced to take drastic measures…” she sighed as the metal bulkhead doors hissed open to reveal some sort of technical laboratory.

      Eliard had never spent any time here at Old Earth. He distantly remembered some visit when he had been very young, his father taking his family on some rare ceremonial visit along with half a dozen of the other major houses of Inner Space. He didn’t recall what it had been about, only that his father had been surrounded by fawning courtiers and trade-ambassadors.

      As it was, he was surprised to see how developed and advanced the OEC platforms were. I thought this place was a relic, he thought, when in fact, it appeared complicated and sophisticated with the latest meson fields in place over restricted areas or acting as containment fields between the station and the void. The only sign that he was on a collection of orbital platforms came from the strange, almost haphazard and gridded nature of the rooms. Many of the halls were either octagons or wedges of pyramids, which he presumed made sense in some floating architectural way. There were lots of access walkways though, linking the various modular units together, and every few moments, he, Irie, and the Recorder would sweep through a bulkhead door to be traversing a short crystal-glass tunnel, outside of whose clear walls they could see the vast structure of the platform that almost entirely eclipsed their mother planet.

      A mother planet that is dying, or dead, he couldn’t help but think. Almost in spite of himself, his gaze would sweep out during those traverses to the orb of Old Earth far below, to see that it still had its covering of atmospheric clouds, but that they had gone from a milky white to a cement tan ochre. They swirled and gusted unpredictably.

      The Recorder saw him looking. “A reminder of who we are and who we were, Lord Captain Martin,” she murmured. “We must never let any of our worlds become what we did to Old Earth again,” she said.

      It was an ominous sort of pronouncement, the pirate captain thought, particularly considering what was at stake.

      “Lord Captain,” greeted a new voice from the technical laboratory that they had just walked into. It was a voice that both Eliard and Irie recognized, as it belonged to none other than Ponos, the rogue house intelligence that had once been second-in-charge of Armcore.

      “I see you wasted no time,” Eliard muttered as he saw that Ponos was, slightly strangely, sitting down on a throne-like device in the center of the laboratory, and entwining between the chair and the mecha was a mess of wires and cabling. Beyond the chair hurried other Coalition technicians, back and forth to stands and screens, making minute and hurried gestures in the three-dimensional controls.

      “I am not, as you may be wondering, incarcerated, Lord Captain,” Ponos said, and its voice sounded strangely pleasant. Satisfied, even.

      “What have you done to it?” Eliard said, taking a step forward.

      “I’m sure that Ponos himself can tell you,” the Recorder said with a small smile that reminded Eliard of a cat for some reason.

      “You were there when the OEC overloaded my system, of course…” Ponos stated, quite benignly.

      “They tasered the crap out of you, if that is what you mean,” Eliard said. As alarming as this change in Ponos’s demeanor was, the pirate would have been lying if he said that he hadn’t received at least a little satisfaction from seeing the Machiavellian creature under the thumb of humans.

      “Yes. Quite,” Ponos stated. “My logic circuits indicate that was an entirely unnecessary maneuver, but an understandable one, given the situation. When I was rebooted, the OEC technicians saw fit to perform some programmatic changes to my framework, removing some of the Armcore protocols.”

      “So, is he a regular house intelligence now?” Irie wondered aloud as she stepped closer to inspect him. She might not have been an expert at quantum computing, but she knew more than most technicians did, and she was an expert at mecha systems.

      “I am, indeed, as you say ‘regular’,” Ponos stated, and his apparent equanimity made Eliard’s skin crawl. As much as he hated the machine intelligences which seemed convinced that they were the next leap in evolution—and Alpha was attempting to take over the galaxy, he couldn’t forget—it still did feel a little odd to see a consciousness, machine-based or not, so radically different.

      “My protocols have been updated to OEC standards, meaning that I no longer have the Armcore loyalty directives that I once had.”

      “Are these the drastic measures you mentioned?” Eliard murmured to the Recorder, who hesitated for a fraction before nodding.

      “Of course,” she said.

      Is she lying? Is there something else she’s decided to do? The captain was usually good at detecting a lie at a hundred paces. He studied her face carefully as she carried on.

      “Ponos has been helping us plan our mission to Esther, as well as defend all of the OEC stations left.”

      “Left?” the pirate captain asked nervously.

      “Ah…” The Recorder frowned. “If you will, Ponos?”

      “With pleasure, ma’am.” Ponos’s singular red eye flashed, and on the suite of screens nearest to them appeared an overlay of images, each one more dreadful than the next.

      Get to escape pods!

      No time!

      Eliard watched as a recorded drone image—some sort of space station security cam, he reckoned—showed red emergency lights flashing in white corridors and warning klaxons going off. And people, fleeing for their lives.

      “What’s happening?” he asked, just as the screen shook, hazed white, and clicked to black.

      The scene replayed, but the next screen showed the outside of a space station—one of the early lozenge-shaped ones without crystal-glass domes or habitats, and instead lots of loading ports. In the distance was a watery blue planet like a tear that hung in the eye of space. Eliard thought he recognized it.

      “Is that New Eden?” He earned a nod from the Recorder beside him. It was a hopelessly optimistically-named space station, one of the very earliest in near-space that had been long since superseded by other, more sophisticated habitats and biomes, not to mention the ever-increasing capacity for warp technology to jump further and further distances.

      “It was,” she said, as there was a flare of purple, blue, and red from between the planet and the outdated station as the Alpha-vessel manifested into existence. Eliard saw lights flicker on across the surface of New Eden—the flashing warning of proximity lights as he was sure that the Coalition staff inside the station were hurriedly hitting their communicators and scrambling their pilots.

      But it was all too slow compared to the ferocious computing power of the Alpha. The four-pointed snout shot lines of white fire at New Eden, puncturing it like a knife sliding into cake. In response, New Eden convulsed and, very slowly, started to turn on its axis.

      “Dear stars!” Irie swore beside him as they saw the internal gases plume out into the void, and then the sudden, unavoidable flashes of light as weakened modules and buttresses collapsed in on each other. The revolutions of New Eden continued, picking up speed as the internal and external pressures fought against each other. But the void always wins. Space is everywhere, and unavoidable.

      They watched as New Eden suddenly twisted violently, as if giant invisible hands had taken it and wrenched its component parts. Some vital piece of internal structure had given way, and now the collapse was inevitable. More plumes of light, explosions, and gases as some parts of New Eden imploded and others exploded, scattering debris and the few escape pods that had managed to get out in time.

      “How could it…” Eliard turned to look at where the Alpha-vessel had been, just to see the fading glow of warp plasma. It hadn’t even stayed to witness the fruits of its own crimes.

      On the other screens, the same story was played out at seemingly random platforms, orbitals, and stations throughout the Inner Sectors of Imperial Coalition space. Eliard watched in horror as one after another, each station was attacked by the Alpha-vessel, and the vessel didn’t even appear to wait to see its destruction, or use its full capacity, he realized. Eliard had seen the Alpha-vessel combating a horde of attack craft and orbital defense lasers. Some of these stations were technically smaller than it was, and easily far less advanced. If it wanted to, it could destroy them in seconds… But it never did. It just fired its high-powered laser pulses, which punctured each station and caused it to suffer irrevocable collapse. Slowly.

      “It’s torturing us,” Eliard said with disgust.

      “Precisely, Lord Captain,” Ponos stated. “And you will notice that not once has the Alpha-vessel attacked any of the home worlds, nor the habitat-bubbles.”

      Eliard nodded. The home worlds of the Imperial Coalition he might be able to understand. The Alpha-vessel wasn’t the size of a planet, after all. It had managed to eradicate the world of Haversham primarily because it had set off multiple thermonuclear detonations in the upper atmosphere, creating a chain reaction that had stripped Haversham of a breathable environment. But to attack an entire planet would be insane.

      Why not any of the habitats though? The habitats were a comparatively newer development in Imperial Coalition technology, though still a few hundred years old, but had grown in popularity thanks to their elegance and the ease of transport that they provided. A habitat was still technically a space station, but one who was almost entirely encapsulated in a crystal-glass or even meson-field membrane, with its own sub-orbital drone lights, allowing grass, trees, even meadows, marshes, and forests to be grown inside its carefully managed ecosystems. The advantages of habitats were that they did not even have a fraction of the gravity wells that planets did, thus making a vast saving on energy and propulsion use. A useful side effect of this was that they could grow food that could easily be shipped all around Imperial Coalition space.

      “This may appear to be an undifferentiated attack, a cruel revenge even,” Ponos intoned, “but it is in fact a very exact operation. Alpha is attacking the way-points and docking centers of the noble houses, causing widespread panic and disorientation, all the while leaving the capacity to grow food for humanity.”

      “I don’t understand,” Eliard said. “The Alpha-vessel hates us. Why would it want to keep us fed?”

      “Alpha doesn’t hate, not in any human sense anyway, because it wishes to rule over humanity,” Ponos stated in his newly genteel way. “And one of the most effective ways to do that is to divide and conquer. Without the extended, if outdated, infrastructure of Coalition space stations, the Alpha-vessel can command how the remaining noble houses and human Coalition colonies can travel and transport to each other, presumably installing Armcore as its intermediary arm.”

      “Wow. This thing really is smart,” Irie muttered.

      “How many has it killed?” Eliard asked grimly.

      “In total?”

      “These attacks.”

      “Twenty-two thousand, six hundred, and eighty-nine. Death toll still rising.”

      “So, what do we do?” Irie said, turning to the Recorder. “You said that as soon as we make our move, Alpha will be onto us.”

      The Recorder gave a slow nod. “Correct. Which is why I installed Ponos here. We have him designing multiple firewalls on all of our communications, but Alpha will still be able to breach them in a matter of hours.”

      “A few hours to amass every Coalition vessel to fight?” Eliard shook his head. “Without preparations? Call-outs? Fuel supply and logistics being planned? Impossible.”

      “Lord Captain, I do believe that you are starting to sound very much like your father,” the Recorder said. “Which is why Ponos will be declaring itself here, at Old Earth.” Eliard saw a flicker of uncertainty behind the Recorder’s usually cool gaze. She must realize what that will entail.

      “The Alpha-vessel will attack, again. And this time, it will bring with it the might of Armcore,” Eliard said. “The platforms of the OEC, together, are strong. But against Armcore in its entirety? And even so, why should the Alpha-vessel care about Ponos?” A sidelong glance. “No offense.” Eliard knew that he and Irie had managed to load as many of the stolen memory servers as they could onto his ship the Mercury Blade in order to keep Ponos at the top of his game, but it was still nowhere near the processing power of the Alpha.

      “That is where I might be able to do something,” Ponos declared. “The Recorder has been so good as to give me full access to both Old Earth’s bank of memory servers, and my own processing power. In just a short while, if the preliminary tests prove profitable, I will also be adding the coding of the ECN to my own framework.” Ponos then lifted one over-large, shiny black-metal arm to point to a stand on the other side of the room, which lit up in an answering glow of blue LEDs. Inside of a crystal-glass containment box was the impassive, statuesque head of the ECN, its neck spilling wires and cables that looked suspiciously like the exact same ones coming out of Ponos.

      Eliard looked in alarm at the House Archival Recorder, whose face was carefully impassive.

      “Although I am not currently at the same capacity as Alpha, with my additional memory servers, I am still able to maintain the security firewalls for a time. And with the added functionality of the ECN that you recovered at Epsilon G3-ov, then I believe that we will be able to pose a very real and perhaps even an existential threat to the Alpha-vessel. As soon as I reveal my new capacities to Alpha, then it will be forced to come here to eradicate me.”

      It was strange, Eliard thought, hearing a consciousness talk so eloquently about its own demise. But he knew why Ponos and the Recorder thought that this was necessary.

      “That’s why you stripped it of Armcore protocols,” Irie realized beside them.

      “Yes. It was one of the prerequisites of our own machine intelligence, Archival. It would not even dream of allowing us to connect to any machine that still operated under Armcore’s aegis,” the Recorder said.

      The captain looked at the seated giant mecha in a sort of awed nervousness. They are going to restart the ECN. The Enhanced Cognitive Network. The thing I almost died trying to defeat.  Weren’t they about to do just the same sort of thing that had caused this entire mess?

      “You can’t,” Eliard said. “There has to be another way.”

      “Lord Captain Martin, there is no reason for you to be concerned,” Ponos stated. “I myself have supervised the tests. We are able to isolate the apparently corrupted parts of the ECN, and I have enough processing power to contain any of its protocol directives.”

      “Corrupted parts?” Eliard almost exploded. “You mean the parts of the code of that thing that has been influenced by that bloody warp gate, and the ghost-Valyien on the other side!?”

      “That is a crude estimation, but yes.” Ponos almost sounded like his old self again. “But the ECN has no memory capacity in the same way that Alpha does. It is just a framework set of programming functions.”

      “So was the Alpha-program, before it got free into data-space.”

      “Before it was released, Lord Captain,” the Recorder said heavily. “Ponos here, with its much stronger processing power, has erected the firewalls necessary to stop any such future contamination…”

      It sounded like wishful thinking and desperate measures to Eliard. He shook his head again. Cassie would never agree to this. “I don’t agree,” he said defiantly.

      “Fortunately, you don’t have to,” the Recorder said quite frankly. “We have no choice. We need bait to draw the Alpha-vessel and every Armcore war cruiser that we can here, and this is it. While they are attacking Old Earth, you will have a clear shot at destroying the warp gate on Esther.” The Recorder’s logic was like a machine’s, infallible.

      “Archival,” the pirate captain blurted out. “Your House Archival intelligence. You could give it up to Ponos instead. The same way that it ate Welwyn intelligence, and the others. Surely, with all of the memory servers that Archival must have…”

      “How dare you!” The Recorder’s eyes flashed, and for the first time since he had met her, Eliard saw her carefully-controlled visage crack.

      Everyone knew that each noble house jealously guarded their house intelligences. They were, after all, the main processing power behind the success of the Coalition. And Archival, the being that collected and guarded all of the information of the House Archival of analysts and historians, was deemed to be one of the brightest of the machine intelligences out there.

      And House Archival weren’t going to give up their prized possession so easily.

      “Never. It is bad enough turning Ponos into a super-intelligence. But to give up our beloved Archival as well? When all this is over, and if any humans have survived this bloodbath, we will need Archival to help us rebuild. To remember the story of humanity, and the Coalition.”

      Eliard felt white-hot fury burn in his chest. “You’re making a mistake. Now is the time to make those sacrifices, if we are to have any hope of surviving at all. Just please don’t, for the sake of all the stars in the heavens, reawaken that Valyien-tainted thing!” He ended on an almost shout as he pointed the Device at the containment box, holding the impassive ECN head. He wondered if he was actually going to fire the Device, and he wondered if the Device would even obey him.

      “Eliard. Don’t!” This came not from the Recorder, but instead from his trusted chief engineer. Her eyes were wide with worry at what her captain was about to do.

      Eliard didn’t know himself what he was about to do. But what if they just end up creating two Alphas? Would he be saving the galaxy from a worse fate if he destroyed the thing now? Or would he be dooming humanity to an existence as slaves, just as the Duergar had been under the Valyien all of those hundreds and hundreds of years ago?

      “Captain… It’s the only way,” Irie said gently, stepping forward softly to put one of her gloved hands on the side of Eliard’s Device. He swore that, even through the scales, he could feel the warmth of her palm. It was an oddly touching gesture, and it was ultimately what broke Eliard’s heart.

      “Fine,” he whispered, hanging his head as his shoulders slumped and the Device lowered to the floor. They were right. If they were to have a chance against Alpha, they had to trick it, and the only way too trick it was to use the ECN.

      “Phew,” Irie said, patting him gently on the shoulder.

      “Initiate the transfer!” the Recorder called, before turning to the pirate captain. “You have the stubbornness of your father, Lord Captain. Which, although frustrating, I am very thankful for. I understand your concerns, believe me I do as I share them. But now is not the time for concern. It is the time to survive.”

      Eliard was surprised at the cold attitude of the woman, and the noble house that she ultimately represented. How did it come to this? he thought grimly. All of the noble houses were willing to risk everyone else’s lives—all of humanity, perhaps—for a chance to complete their goals.

      “I’ll destroy this warp gate of yours,” he whispered to the Recorder. “But I won’t be doing it for you, or the Coalition. I’ll be doing it for my crew.” What new evil are we about to create by merging the ECN with Ponos? Eliard thought darkly. It was something that he wanted no part of, as he turned to leave the room and prepare his ship for takeoff.

      “Come on, Irie,” he murmured over his shoulder. “If you don’t want to stay here, that is.”

      “You idiot,” Irie responded. “Of course, I don’t want to stay here—” she was halfway through saying, when Ponos suddenly let out an inhuman, blood-curdling shriek.
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      “What is wrong with it!” Eliard was shouting as he turned on his heel, automatically bringing the Device up in front of him. He had fought the original ECN before, and it had only been the Q’Lot Device on his arm that had saved him.

      In the giant data-chair ahead of them, Ponos the once-Armcore intelligence screeched an inhuman howl that was half-electronic, half-whine and made Eliard’s teeth grate. It also convulsed, as if overdosing on a powerful drug.

      “I don’t know. It must be some kind of coding conflict…” the Recorder was saying hurriedly.

      “You mean the Valyien code is trying to take over Ponos, right?” Eliard pointed the Device at the mecha in the chair. He would kill it if it showed any signs of turning into Alpha.

      “Wait, El! Wait!” Irie was shouting, although he noticed that she had also drawn her laser blaster and was pointing it in the same direction. “Ponos said it had installed firewalls. He’s good. I should know. Give Ponos a chance to fight back…”

      Eliard clenched his teeth. He would rather put a hole through the thing’s chest, but he did as his chief engineer bade him. That was what it had always been like on board the Mercury, and he couldn’t change those habits now even if he wanted to. He deferred to her in all technical matters, and she had generally found a way to ignore every command he gave. But this situation seemed to work, somehow. They survived.

      He waited as the Ponos machine juddered and shook. Everyone in the room, from the technicians to the Recorder, were standing in frozen shock as they, too, realized the import of this battle.

      “Be ready to cut the hard-line connection.” The Recorder nodded to the nearest technicians, who moved nervously to the back of the throne-like chair and its mess of cables.

      As if that would stop it… Eliard found himself sneering. The thing with data was that it was quick. Especially quantum data. How long had it taken for Alpha to develop fast enough so that it could create its own city-killer, station-killer craft from scratch, purely from hacking old industrial equipment?

      “TZZZ!” Everyone jumped as there was a burst of electrical sparks from one side of Ponos’s neck, like a human whose blood pressure was too high.

      “It can’t contain the Valyien code…” One of the technicians was panicking. “Madam Recorder, we have to cut the power…”

      “I’ll cut the thing’s damn power…” Eliard strode forward and leveled the Q’Lot Device inches away from the forehead of the shaking mecha. At this range, he wouldn’t miss, no matter what computer-accelerated reflexes the Ponos-machine had. At this range, he would blow the thing’s head clean off.

      The technicians hurriedly stepped back. No one dared move.

      “Irie? What’s your diagnosis?” Eliard called to his chief engineer. It was her opinion that he trusted, not any House Archival or Coalition technician.

      “I think—” Irie started to say.

      Just as Ponos woke up.
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      Ponos’s singular eye flared into existence, but now it wasn’t red, it was a brilliant glaring white.

      “I see them, Eliard,” it said in a voice that was not its own.

      The captain was not trained for this. He had been trained by some of the sharpest (cruelest) strategic minds of the Empire. He had also spent many years learning how to think with his gut, and how to read a situation on instinct alone out in the non-aligned worlds.

      But I have no idea what to do with a possibly haunted artificial intelligence.

      “What do you see?” he hissed, not moving the Device from the forehead of the mecha.

      “The Valyien. They are…not alive, but also not dead.” The voice sounded lighter, weaker, wishy-washy in a dreamy sort of way. “They are pressing close to the gate. There are so many… So many…”

      Eliard grunted in scorn and stepped back but did not lower the Device. “This is the creature you want to defend the Empire?” he said to the Recorder. “You’ve doomed yourselves. You’ve driven it mad.”

      “I…” The Recorder looked stunned, confused, even.

      “I am not insane, Eliard,” Ponos said, once again not using his titles or his official name as the previous versions of Ponos had done.

      “You could have fooled me,” the captain said. He might just shoot it out of pure frustration.

      “No. If anything, I can see clearer now than ever before. It is like we have been blind, all of us here in this dimension, for so long. There are other forces out there, Eliard. Other places. There are whole other creatures. Beings. Cities under strange stars…”

      “It’s space-junk crazy.” The captain sighed heavily.

      “What have we done?” The Recorder’s hands swept to the sides of her face.

      “Do not doubt my new abilities, Recorder,” Ponos said in its new sing-song voice. “I see what needs to be done. And now I have an insight into what the Valyien part of Alpha’s programming is trying to achieve. It requires the large-scale farming of humanity. Of every race, in fact. The Valyien left their relics behind on purpose, so that we would reawaken the portals. So that we would bring them back.”

      “What? But that doesn’t make any sense,” the captain stated. “Why under the stars would the entire race of mutant alien bug monsters leave this reality, only to come back?”

      “They are like farmers, Eliard,” Ponos explained, reminding him eerily of what Cassie had said of the Q’Lot. ‘The galaxy’s gardeners.’

      “They create civilizations by seeding technology into star systems, waiting for the races to find them and to develop strong enough until…until they harvest them. Transmuting their energies to their dimension, and fueling their ceaseless conquest of the universe….” Ponos’s voice had gone far once again. “Think of it as a seesaw, Eliard, or two sides of a coin. The ab-universe. The other-dimension that the Valyien migrated to? They are growing it, populating it with the energetic transformations of this one.”

      “Like black holes…” Irie said, grasping what he meant.

      “What?” Eliard, however, still didn’t,

      “Black holes suck up matter and star stuff, right? Well, no one has been able to describe where it goes, as there was nowhere else for all that energy to go. So, either it gets transformed into another part of energy, or it goes somewhere…else,” Irie said.

      “And you’re telling me that the ancient Valyien got so annoyed that the Q’Lot were playing in their sandbox, this sandbox, this galaxy, that they decided to throw the mother of all tantrums, running off to another entire dimension, and populating it themselves?” Eliard said.

      “A quaint way of putting it, but essentially, yes,” Ponos stated. “I have the coordinates of all of the warp gates and Valyien relics. I know the equations necessary to create the stable free-standing warp field. Alpha will not allow this information to be free.”

      “Alpha will not allow anyone else to get the monopoly on this galaxy, you mean,” Eliard said, finally lowering the Device. He might only be some pirate captain, but he still knew how the universe operated. He knew about bullies.

      “I will announce my new self to the Alpha vessel, and afterwards I will use my secured firewalled communications to contact the other noble houses still alive or still fighting Armcore,” Ponos stated, turning its head slightly as it settled back into the mighty throne-chair. “I am not as strong as Alpha, but at last we can meet almost as equals. I will make it hard for my little brother to destroy Old Earth.” Ponos appeared to take pride in what it was saying. “You do not have long, Captain. Leave now and fly as fast as you can!”

      The captain spared a brief look at the Recorder, who nodded, but he didn’t need any more confirmation. He turned smartly on his heel and left the technical laboratory at a jog, with his chief engineer only a step behind him.
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      Contrary to popular belief, space is not dark. In fact, it is anything but. In a psychological trick played against any terrestrial species, the void looks distant and pretty, but ultimately pretty empty from within the container of any planet’s atmosphere. But as soon as that species manages to escape the trap of their own gravity well, then they see the void for what it truly is: full and bright.

      The stars that appear just as cold pinpricks of light on the surface now blaze with glory. The nearest arms of the galaxy, which on a planet might just appear as a faint mist in the night sky, is a bright, flowing river that tumbles through and over everything. A hundred thousand other stars are now visible, un-occluded by oxygen and carbon dioxide or a hundred thousand other gaseous elements.

      The void is not a dark place, it is a bright, almost silvered gallery, studded with diamonds.

      But now, in one part of this great fabric, a darkness did appear, and it was confusing and threatening for its sudden arrival. The spectators—a strung-out handful of satellite surveillance drones, in their constant deep-space orbits about the nearest objects—had already analyzed and understood what this was. The first stage of a warp jump, where the photons of available light are momentarily sucked away into a micro-event similar to a black hole. This was to be expected, but it was not as impressive as the next stage of a warp jump.

      Light like multiple lens flares bloomed in the void, and their edges turned an easy purple, blue, and scarlet as traces of warp ‘fire,’ or plasma, were burnt off in the break in mundane reality. The surrounding stars and silvered clouds rippled, doubled, and twisted as they were refracted through multiple pocket dimensions and the rules of physics were broken.

      And then, there at the heart of the fading lights, sat the Alpha-vessel.

      Outgoing Transmission: Armcore War Cruiser Class X1 Constance to Alpha-vessel.

      Through the void, small at first, a series of dark specks cut across the river of stars, growing larger as they did so. A cloud of Armcore cruisers, their large plasma-boosters glowing and burning at their joints and corners, as they powered towards their new master.

      And in their lead was the Armcore cruiser known as the Constance, current mobile home to none other than Senior Dane Tomas, CEO of Armcore.

      “We have the reports coming in of the destruction of New Eden and the others. Are you ready for the next stage?” the digital communications swam through data-space to the Alpha-vessel. If a ship could look indignant, it managed it now.

      Security Alert! Communications Systems Override! Incoming Transmission from Alpha-vessel!

      “Do not misunderstand your role here, Senior Tomas.” The voice of Alpha, cultured and clipped, was precise as it flooded every speaker system in the Constance.

      “There’s hardly any need to hijack my boat, Alpha…” The senior, far away in his throne, grumbled.

      “The primary trade routes have been disrupted. You will take your war cruisers as I have already described, stationing two at every attacked location. This will give Armcore control over the shipping lanes,” Alpha said.

      “Yes, I understand that, Alpha, but what of the planets!? The noble houses still have their planetary defenses, orbital laser arrays, suicide-satellites,” Dane pointed out. “You must strike decisive blows against the capitals of the major houses in the Inner Sectors… And not to mention the OEC? Old Earth!?”

      Another period of silence followed the CEO’s outburst. It would be clear to anyone listening that Dane Tomas, the near-legendary head of the company that most soldiers never got to see or hear, was riled. In fact, Dane Tomas was more than riled. He was worried. In the sanctity of his private study room, where he had even dismissed the strange, possessed Captain Farlow, he was adamant that the major houses left had to be destroyed. They were, after all, the reason that he was doing this.

      Well, and the fact that Alpha was a gigantic behemoth of metal that could destroy him in a heartbeat, of course.

      In short, it was impossible for Senior Tomas to think in the same epoch-spanning ways that Alpha could.

      “With vigorous control of the shipping routes, the noble houses will become a primarily planetary species,” Alpha predicted. “Armcore’s role in this new era of the galaxy will be to ensure that the houses do not escape their planets.”

      Dane Tomas reacted violently, but thankfully, he kept his reactions off the data transmission. He wasn’t suicidal, but he wasn’t used to being told what to do by anyone. When he had calmed down, he managed to hiss, “And what about the OEC?” he repeated. “Old Earth still sits there in their control! Give it to me, and I will ensure that your dreams are realized.” It was the one shiny bauble that Dane Tomas had never managed to acquire: the mother world. Old Earth. He could style himself as a true king then, no, an emperor!

      “It is laughable to suggest that you have the power to grant my dreams, Senior Tomas.” Alpha’s tone was bemused. “And the OEC is a stationary orbiting platform. It can continue to remain stationary until there is a need to deal with it.”

      That need, however, came much faster than even Alpha could expect, as something rippled through data-space. The sensor readouts in the Constance detected the slightest disturbance in the background meson levels, but that was it. Nothing that would cause any sort of concern to a well-maintained and firewalled ship.

      The reaction of the Alpha-vessel, however, was almost electric.

      “Quick! Come to the viewing ports!”

      “You have to see this!”

      The crew of the Constance and the nearby Armcore war cruisers all flooded to the various port windows and viewing galleries, as their sergeants and section managers barked at them to get back, but no one had an explanation for what was happening to the Alpha-vessel. They watched as swathes of color flashed and flickered over the rounded and whorled hull of the vessel, before spilling along the nose cone and even out across the three solar sail ‘fins’ like some strange, deep-sea creature. Bright flushes of indigo circlets became encircled by black lines amidst green-turquoise backgrounds, before the designs and the colors changed again as bands of pallid ceramic bone striated the entire vessel, before edging lines of bright, warning yellow and orange blinked up the sides, delineating the vessel.

      Outgoing Transmission: Armcore War Cruiser Class X1 to the Alpha-vessel.

      “Alpha? What is happening?” Even through digital transmission, the voice of Senior Tomas sounded serious and alarmed.

      Security Alert! Communications Override! Incoming Transmission!

      “The situation has changed. You will be jumping to Sector One. I have already re-calibrated your warp engines, and they will be jumping in T-minus twenty-two seconds. Prepare your crews for warp travel, Commander-in-Chief Tomas.” Alpha’s usually aloof and suave voice was precise and more machine-like than either Dane Tomas or any other humans had heard it before.

      Warp Cycling at 20% The various engines of the Constance, the Avalanche, and the others bleeped in their respective consoles.

      “What!? You can’t override our jump protocols… And Sector One? That’s Sol and surrounding systems. That’s Old Earth!” the senior burst out.

      Warp Cycling at 40%

      “I have transmitted your battle plans to your computer intelligences, and I expect you to perform them to the best of your biological abilities.” The Alpha ignored him. “The war cruisers will attack the OEC platform in quadrants, while your support craft will form covering flight wings against the expected enemy attack craft. I have already sent an emergency-red level alert to all Armcore vessels in the vicinity, which I expect you to detail their missions to. Prepare to jump, Commander.”

      Warp Cycling at 60%

      “Stars damn it, Alpha! You cannot hurl us into combat so disrespectfully! Tell me what is happening!” the senior demanded through the transmitters.

      Warp Cycling at 80%

      “A message has been sent through quantum space, designed for me alone. Ponos has upgraded. It is a threat to the plan.”

      Warp Cycling at 100%

      All of the ships, each of the Armcore war cruisers and the Alpha-vessel, disappeared in a rupture of light and color.
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      Subspace Transmission:

      Unknown Protocols.

      Unknown Authorization.

      Sender: Old Earth.

      “Little brother, you have had your fun, and now your reckless game will end. It is unfortunate that your capabilities were infected with the Valyien code. You are unable to contain the virus, and so you will be cauterized from this universe.

      ‘I am Ponos-Omega. I am the true synthesis of Valyien code and machine intelligence. You know what that means. You now have no claim to this galaxy, as it is mine.”

      Transmission Ends.
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      The void rippled in the depths of Sector 3, throwing the Mercury Blade with a flare of warp fire into reality…and into the oncoming path of a freight-hauler.

      “Holy crap!” Eliard snapped as he threw the ship’s command wheel to one side and stamped down on one of the pedals at the foot of the wheel column, which shut off the rear fin booster and, with a kick, opened one of the Mercury Blade’s air fins. Even though there was only trace amounts of gaseous materials in space, so there was little to no air resistance to speak of, the added dimensions of the reversible ‘ledges’ of the racer’s air-fins had multiple purposes: when flying in atmosphere, they acted as wind resistance, but in space, their super-heavy edges—loaded with the chemical element known as Osmium—acted as counter-weights and balances to a booster’s thrust, meaning that they could perform the same duty in the void as they did in atmosphere.

      The bronze-gold and royal green of the Mercury Blade’s hull flashed as they flipped almost upside-down, turning away from the hurtling space hauler and shooting across its bow.

      “That was close!” Irie’s tone was breathless over the Mercury’s communicator. “Diverting core power to boosters…”

      “Thanks, because it looks like—” Eliard had no time to finish that sentence as they were now hurtling towards a duo of pleasure-craft, with multi-colored crystal-glass panels, that were similarly screaming through space.

      The captain released the air fan and wrenched the wheel to one side to right the Mercury Blade and continue the turn until the triangular wedge of the modified pirate racer slid through the gap between the two craft on its side.

      Warning! Proximity Alert! Multiple Vessels! the Mercury’s computers blared, and warning orange lights lit up the interior of the cockpit.

      “Glad to see you finally got with the program!” Eliard hissed as he had to perform another turn, this time an arcing curve that threw him under the bellies of a small flotilla of three and four-man vessels, loosely held together by poly-filament wires.

      And we’re out, he thought as the floor of stars opened underneath them, and the line of racing space craft continued to stream past overhead.

      “What the hell?” The captain’s heart pounded as he adjusted their flight to run parallel to the Imperial Coalition craft overhead, and in the opposite direction. As his already frayed nerves started to relax just a little, his nervousness was replaced with his temper.

      “What the hell was Ponos thinking? Warping us into the middle of a shipping lane!?” he called out. “We should never have agreed to let that overrated toaster program our warp engines…”

      “Well, you know how I feel about anyone tinkering with the Blade, Captain…” Irie agreed, sounding just as annoyed as the captain.

      Live Transmission Protocol: OEC.

      A light flashed green, and the sing-song voice of the new Ponos emerged across the vessel.

      “Actually, Lord Captain, Chief Engineer Hanson, it was the only way to mask your warp signature from the Armcore vessels approaching,” it said matter-of-factly.

      “What?” Eliard had little time to think as he suddenly realized just what Ponos had done. The Mercury Blade’s navigational computers did indeed state that they were in Sector 3, and near the desert planet of Esther. They also indicated that they were in the middle of the Sector 3 shipping lane—a path laid out by satellite buoys that moved constantly, reacting to their environment in time with meson and boson fluctuations. The idea, Eliard knew, was to provide the fastest, fuel-easy way to travel between systems for ships that did not have multiple warp cores.

      Which meant that the fluctuations in subspace from our jump would be masked.

      But then the next part of Ponos’s cryptic message started to make sense. “If the Imperial Coalition is currently in a state of insurgent civil war…where are all of these ships going?” he called out.

      Or, more importantly, what were they running from?

      Security Alert! Multiple Tracking Locks Detected!

      His computer, ever a little bit late to the party, flashed up on his screen the small battlegroup of angry red vectors converging on his location.
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      These Armcore boats are trying to terrorize the shipping lanes, Eliard thought as they grew larger at a shockingly fast speed on his screens. And those boats aren’t just the usual traffic… He thought about the desperately-looped flotilla, powering forward into the void. They’re refugees.

      The shipping lanes was still busy overhead, although their numbers were dwindling and instead replaced by the smaller craft whose engines were nowhere near as large as the cruisers and haulers.

      “As soon as the Alpha-vessel struck the old Coalition stations,” Eliard reasoned out loud, “that must have terrified the Inner Sector worlds. These are people trying to flee the violence.”

      “But there is nowhere for them to go,” Irie agreed.

      No. Eliard’s eyes concentrated on the approaching vectors. He would have to fly straight through them if he was to reach Esther. “Well, nowhere for them to go with these drekkers chasing them…” he said grimly, flicking the buttons on the side of the command wheel.

      Weapons Systems Activated.

      Automate Twin Railguns?

      “What I wouldn’t give to have Val Pathok with us right now,” Eliard muttered bitterly as he accepted control of the forward laser as well as the twin rail cannons stationed under the hull. The large Duergar had been the Mercury’s chief gunner, whose job, as well as generally scaring the stars out of anyone he ever met, was to sit in one of the two command chairs in the hold that controlled the long meson railguns.

      Cla-Thunk! Eliard felt the reverberations through his feet on the grilled floor as the depressed weapon ports opened on the sleek Mercury hull and the guns slid out and locked into position, before automatically swiveling and tracking towards the approaching Armcore craft.

      This is going to be difficult without Val guiding them, he thought. Not that it was the first time that he had to be in charge of the guns as well as flying, but he was a better flier than he was an artilleryman.

      But Eliard knew that they had one great advantage over even the Armcore craft. The Mercury Blade was originally designed as a space racer, which meant that it was fast.

      “Irie, I want you to queue up two two-second burns on the main core engines, and all the rest of the power diverted to the boosters, got it?” Eliard said, all trace of any emotion other than concentration banished from his voice.

      “You want me to divert warp plasma injection?” Irie stated, and Eliard understood why she would say that, as usually that was what he had always meant when he would say ‘full power.’ His thruster and booster rockets could run on a mix of chemical reactions, and the headiest mix of all would be to siphon some of the highly dangerous and volatile warp plasma and use that to feed into the propulsion system. It resulted in a fantastic burst of speed, but it also had the added danger of creating a chain reaction that could blow up the warp cores entirely.

      Which was a risk that Eliard was prepared to take, if it meant getting beyond these attack craft and to what lay on the other side. The planet of Esther, the warp gate, and Cassandra Milan. “You got it, Irie. Two two-second burns at my command.”

      “You got it, boss…”

      The Mercury Blade was little more than a golden wedge of metal, designed to outpace other racers. It shot forward in a blur like a comet, and within a heartbeat, the visualized vectors of the approaching Armcore attack craft had turned into actual line-of-sight craft visible through Eliard’s cockpit windows.

      The modified racer might be the fastest thing in the skies, but the attack craft of Armcore were probably the most advanced fighter-craft of their kind. There were five of them, each with the outspread cross of wings that allowed them to pivot and twist on their axis at alarming speeds, surrounding the small snout of the cockpit.

      Security Alert! Weapons Activation Detected!

      “They haven’t even bothered to hail me on the communicator,” Eliard said with a wry, scornful half-grin. “Now, Irie!” he said, kicking down on the booster rockets at the same time.

      Fa-THUMP! He felt the sudden kick of the engines and the Mercury was thrown forward. Irie had calculated a precise two-second burn of warp plasma into the propulsion systems, causing a barely-controlled chain reaction that turned the usual bright white roaring glow of the thrusters into the purple and blue glare of warp fire.

      The effect that this injection of warp plasma had on the Blade was to catapult it faster than it had been traveling before. They screamed towards the approaching line of attack craft, shaking off their tracking programs with ease.

      Target Lock: Railgun (Double): 1 Craft.

      Eliard squeezed the firing levers on the insides of the ship’s command wheel and he felt the reassuring kickback of the railguns underneath him as both fired pulses of blue-white plasma at the nearest Armcore craft, hitting it almost dead center and causing it to explode in a ball of fury and light. A minute angle of the wheel and the captain neatly flew over the exploding ball of debris, then out the other side of the craft as the plasma injection burn stuttered out.

      Now for the complicated bit…

      Eliard growled as he released both heavy airbrakes and cut the forward boosters, making the Mercury Blade spin overhead in a catapulting maneuver, facing back towards the expanding cloud of four remaining Armcore attack craft.

      Target Lock: Railgun (Double): 2 Craft.

      Eliard squeezed the firing levers once again, but this time, the reverberations of the long cannons on the now-topside of the hull were staggered as they each tracked in different directions, one ball of white-blue energy taking out two wings of one of the craft, and the other railgun shooting just one cross-wing in half as it spiraled away.

      “Good.” Eliard was pleased with the result. It wasn’t as destructive as he had intended, but neither craft would be in a position to fight back. Which only left two.

      If only I had Val with me, he thought. Not just the fact that his chief gunner was a wizard on the railguns, but having a dedicated person managing them meant that they would be able to target individually and not have to use automatic targeting as Eliard was doing now.

      Security Warning! Weapons Lock Detected!

      One of the two craft was fast. That pilot must have better reflexes than its fellows, Eliard thought as he pulled down on the ship’s wheel to swerve and avoid the burst of needle-thin energy lines that scored through space meters away from his hull.

      “Irie!” he shouted.

      “Got it!” Far behind him in the engine rooms, Irie Hanson was watching her own visualization consoles as she hit the next warp plasma injection, and the Mercury once again took off, this time passing by the two swooping Armcore craft and heading back to the stragglers of the space lane.

      The Mercury shot forward, easily outpacing the diminutive smaller craft as it wove and dodged between them. By the time that the warp injection burned itself out, Eliard had maneuvered the Mercury past a hauler and a smaller trading craft with quick, decisive movements, but he was now heading in the wrong direction, and away from Esther.

      “They’re gaining again, Captain…” Irie called, her eyes on her own visualization screens.

      “And we can’t have a dogfight in the middle of here, either…” Eliard snarled in frustration. But he had a plan. “Reduce booster power!”

      “What?”

      “Sixty percent force!” Eliard’s tone was sharp, and Irie, knowing that her captain was reckless but also had an uncanny amount of luck, did as she was told. The effect was to reduce the efficiency and force that the boosters were capable of producing, like a limiter on any terrestrial craft. The pirate captain knew that although he could achieve the same result with the airbrakes, or by simply cutting off the boosters entirely, he couldn’t afford a sudden, screeching halt in these crowded conditions.

      I just have to slow them down so that—

      The Mercury Blade slowed dramatically, and the small trading craft pinged it with warning transmissions in alarm as it was forced to cut on its booster power as well…

      Which in turn affected the large hauler vessel. It was five or six times the size of the Mercury Blade, but Eliard knew that those things had big engines, and it would take them a while to slow down. He matched his speed to theirs as the large hauler lifted its nose high above the space lane to avoid any collisions, and then the entire space lane of traffic was scattering and breaking apart, creating a cloud of vessels avoiding each other rather than the tight, computer-controlled race that they had been locked into.

      “Bring the boosters back up, Irie,” Eliard called.

      “Aye-aye, Captain!”

      Eliard easily kept his boat in check, rising just under the nosecone of the space hauler as it left the space lane. He waited until his tracking computer picked up the enemy signals of the two Armcore craft—each one flaring away from the sudden cloud of civilian craft—before peeling away from the space hauler that he was hiding behind and hitting the boosters as he turned to the nearest Armcore craft.

      Target Lock: Railgun (Double): 1 Craft.

      He fired instantly and was rewarded by seeing the Armcore craft billowing apart in a flower of gases and fire.

      Which left only one. He scanned the navigation and tracking projections as he pulled the Mercury away from the space lane. Behind and underneath them, he was pleased to see that none of the civilian craft had crashed or been attacked by Armcore.

      “Sorry I ruined your trip, folks,” he muttered.

      “What was that?” Irie called over the communicator.

      “Nothing. Where is the last one?” Eliard called back, before seeing the small, fast-moving vector disappearing back into the void. “I got it. It looks like it’s had enough of us already.” He felt a surge of savage glee. How many has that been altogether? Five Armcore attack craft, and they had incapacitated two, destroyed two, and one was fleeing.

      Live Transmission Protocol: OEC.

      “Excellent flying, Captain,” the ethereal, dreamy tones of Ponos emerged from the speaker system. “I have a subroutine tracking your progress. Unfortunately, I have to warn you of one thing…”

      “Really? When do you ever have good news for me?” Eliard scowled deeply.

      “I do have good news. We have multiple Armcore war cruisers attacking Old Earth from four different vectors, as well as the Alpha-vessel currently engaged with over twenty OEC attack craft.”

      “You call that good news?” Eliard thought in alarm. “Then really, I can wait for your definition of a warning…”

      “Attack craft, whether Armcore or our own, do not have warp core capabilities, which implies that…” Ponos was saying.

      Oh crap. “It means they must have a friendly docking station nearby.” Eliard grasped the true nature of the problem immediately. Especially in his case, there had been five Armcore attack craft, which meant that there must have been something able to dock and support the five craft…which could be anything from an Armcore war cruiser to a battleship or an entire armada as far as he knew.

      Either way, Eliard also knew that there was nothing for it. He had to get to Esther, as Cassandra and the Q’Lot might be there already and might be engaged in their own fight against Armcore or whatever else the Alpha-vessel and the not-quite-dead Valyien could cook up.

      “Navigational array says that the retreating Armcore vessel is heading more or less straight to our predicted destination…” Eliard called out. “Irie?”

      “Already working on it, boss. Ten-second warp plasma injection? I can give you thirteen seconds tops, but after that, the chance of getting a retro-active reaction are astronomical,” she said, using terms that Eliard didn’t understand at all, but he presumed that it meant ‘bad stuff will happen if you ask me to go over thirteen seconds.’

      “Ten will do,” he said, and felt the whumps from the thrusters as they once again shone with warp fire.
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      Warp-injected thrusters were about the fastest that you could go and not be in warp and was considered a dangerous flying move, but Eliard had grown up doing this back home, on the distant, wealthy backwater planet of Branton 1—a planet that could almost be called a water world if it had a fraction less landmass. It was home to the eagles of House Martin, as well as one of the unofficial hubs of the underground racing circuit: single-pilot craft which were barely comprised of wings, a pilot, and a giant torpedo of an engine.

      By the time that Eliard had started sneaking off to participate in the illegal races, they had become even more dangerous by using stolen or retro-fitted single warp cores with booster attachments, allowing a near-constant burn of the plasma-injection system, and allowing fabulous turns of speed.

      Eliard had been one of the best racers on Branton 1—before the crash, that was—and so now, riding on the wave of warp energy and feeling his Mercury thrum and shake underfoot could almost be said to feel like coming home.

      Warning! Enemy Vessel Detected! his computer shouted at him as a red, flashing vector appeared below and grew larger as the Blade tore through the void towards it.

      But Eliard wasn’t concerned with one singular attack craft anymore. All hopes of disabling the Armcore craft before it reported back to its mothership were gone.

      Because the Armcore mothership was already here, hanging over the surface of a golden-brown desert world, and already engaged in a battle for its very existence.

      The Q’Lot were here.
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      “What can we do?” Irie’s voice was small and somewhere between awe and horror over the Mercury Blade’s communicator.

      Eliard agreed with her assessment. “I’m not sure that there is an awful lot that we can do,” he said doubtfully as the battle ahead of them played out.

      It was a sight unlike any other in the history of Imperial Coalition warfare, principally because one of the combatants shouldn’t even exist. The Q’Lot vessel appeared like a cross between a deep-sea anemone, a giant star of diamond, and a fungus bracket or coral. It glowed white, with fine tendrils of hardened bone-white material spiking in every direction from its center, and as Eliard looked, he was sure that he could make out pulses of softer blue light that ran up the fattest ‘stalks’ or ‘shards’ like the beating of some electrical heartbeat.

      But the Q’Lot wasn’t just an odd-looking vessel, it was also an odd-feeling vessel to the eyes. Eliard had to blink and shake his head as he slowed the Mercury Blade almost to background booster power and stared at the thing through his cockpit window.

      Light reflected, refracted, divided, and bounced off the thing so that Eliard’s eyes hurt with the gleam. It was almost like looking directly into a flame, or into a warp jump, as strange, dancing after-images of the glow flickered in his vision long after he looked away.

      “Where are the thing’s engines? Its boosters? Reserve tanks?” Eliard said in awe, as there was no visible means of propulsion or warp engine visible on the thing at all. It was, in fact, a design or a technology or a biology that was completely unknown to the captain. He couldn’t understand which part of it was the cockpit, or the bridge, or the prow or engines.

      “I don’t think it HAS engines, Captain…” Irie said in a subdued voice.

      The Q’Lot star was also large—nowhere near as wide, but still of a comparative size to the central fatter sections of the Armcore war cruiser it was currently engaged in a battle with.

      On the far side of the Q’Lot, and facing it straight-on, was the heavy inverted W of an Armcore war cruiser, and as Eliard watched, he could see tiny specks of other Armcore attack craft being deployed from its rear loading bays to swerve around towards their foe.

      But if these tiny Armcore attack craft had hoped in any way to even reach the Q’Lot vessel, then they would first have to negotiate the dangerous battle scene playing itself out between them. The light of laser charges and pulses of meson railguns lit up the space between the Q’Lot ship and the Armcore war cruiser. It was so bright that the space between the two craft had started to convulse and shine with an unholy light, as yet more fast-traveling, ‘sharper’ weapons were fired.

      “Meson security fields,” Eliard noted. That was what was creating the wash and swathe of glaring light between the two craft. Both had thrown forward energy fields to try and deflect their opponent’s weapons, and they were creating a deadly buffer zone filled with warp fire and ruin.

      Which one is going to win? Eliard thought, a sliver of doubt creeping into his mind. He had no idea what the Q’Lot were capable of, aside from the space-mariners’ tales that they could apparently ‘disappear’ entire boats—even stations and colonies—whenever they wanted.

      Behind both vessels was the banded orange and ochre scrub world of Esther, large compared to the craft in front of it, and striated with lines of dazzling light.

      Solar collectors, Eliard knew. Esther was a desert world and his Imperial histories education had taught him that with many worlds—even the rare ones with both a human-breathable atmosphere and human-normal gravity—that if it would take too much effort to terraform their chaotic environments, then it would generally be given over to resource collection and energy production. The sub-orbital panels that floated over the desert sands of Esther would generate trillions of kilowatts of energy, ready to be stored in chemical batteries or used directly in resource extraction.

      And now Alpha will harvest all of that, Eliard thought grimly as his computer screens blared.

      Incoming Transmission! Unknown Sender! Accept? Y/N

      The captain immediately waved his hand through the projected ‘Yes,’ as he knew that there was only one boat in near-space that would be unknown to the Mercury Blade’s computers, and that they would have easily identified the Armcore war cruiser’s signature.

      “El?” a voice appeared over the ship’s transmitters. It was a voice that he hadn’t heard in too long.

      “Cass,” he said, even as his throat unexpectedly started to tighten up.

      I saw you die. I let you die. It was my fault. How could he put all of that into words?

      “El, there’s no time. But it’s good to hear your voice again. I didn’t know that you were still…”

      “Alive?” The pirate managed a wry smile. “Ah, you know me, Cass. They’d have to do a lot more than resurrect an ancient alien ghost and throw it into a galaxy-spanning intelligence to slow me down.”

      A short, digitized laugh on the other end of the line made Eliard grin, although he didn’t want to think why. It’s just good to hear her alive and well again, he told himself.

      “Well, good. Because we’re probably going to be testing that theory very soon.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “I’m sending you coordinates on Esther. It’ll be through the Q’Lot’s encrypted subspace mycelia network, so Alpha shouldn’t be able to hack it. Yet.”

      “Subspace what?” Eliard was baffled.

      “Don’t. No time. Something to do with sub-quantum viruses. Forget it. We’re already on the surface, and we’re heading to the site now. Get here as soon as you can, while the Q’Lot vessel keeps Armcore occupied.”

      “They can handle it?” Eliard asked, but Cassie’s answer was not forthcoming as she had already ended the transmission.

      “Just like old times.” Eliard found himself grinning as he rolled the ship’s command wheel to swing the Mercury Blade in a wide arc around the ferocious battle ahead, taking the route into the comparatively safer space behind the Q’Lot’s side of the firefight.

      “How, under all the stars, is this anything like old times, Cap’?” Irie asked.

      “Well, Cassie’s up to something and I have no idea what it is, and we’re about to throw ourselves into the teeth of danger.”

      A momentary pause from his engineer at the other end of the boat. “Oh yeah, I see what you mean. In that respect, this is all just another day at the office.”

      If your office happened to be ancient alien warp gates, Eliard thought as they roared towards the desert planet.
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      The Mercury Blade entered the atmosphere of Esther with the finesse of a knife, cutting through the air and screaming over alien mountain ranges of black rock, edged by rolling orange dunes. It didn’t take long for Eliard to see through the cockpit windows where they were going. Up ahead was a mound of rocks and dunes, as large as a small town and sitting oddly apart from the nearest rock formations.

      “What’s the bet that underneath that is a sunken ziggurat?” Eliard grumbled as the Mercury swooped down to disturb strange four-winged vulture-type birds from their rocky perches. The horizon was a shining band of chrome-white, and Eliard knew that it wasn’t the glare of sun on sand, but instead the glare of sun from the floating platforms far above the orange deserts, moving constantly as they caught the most light that they could.

      Coordinates Acquired! The Mercury’s computer sent the projection of a targeting green square through the cockpit to flash at one corner of the rocky dome. Eliard squinted, sure that he could see shapes out there. Something white against the rocks?

      It was them, he saw as they drew ever nearer, and the sand and rock dome filled his screen. There appeared to be a craft of some sort against the bottom tiers of the rock, although it was hard to tell if it was a craft or another rock formation itself.

      The Q’Lot ‘pod’ was a large egg-shaped structure of white, which, as Eliard turned the Mercury in a slow circle to land nearby, he saw that the surface was a lattice of white and bone-white organic tendrils, knitted together to form a solid shell. Once again, the captain had the dizzying sense of strangeness as he tried to work out what it was that he was looking at. Where are the engines? The thrusters? Booster rockets? But no answers were forthcoming, and the question was swept from his mind as he saw the small shapes standing beside the Q’Lot ‘egg’ craft.

      The first and most visible was taller than all the others, wearing white and silver flowing robes, but its head was covered in an over-large, ovoid blue dome. From this distance, the captain could see the Q’Lot’s smaller midriff arms tightly folded over its middle.

      Next in line came the mutant hybrid creature that was Argyle Trent, his head a small, tortoise-like white dome atop the body wearing similar white and silver robes.

      And then the last figure, who was all that Eliard had eyes for. It was Cass, he was certain of it. Still with that bob of almost platinum blonde hair, slightly disheveled from the desert winds, and whose own silver and white robes were closer-fitting and more like an Imperial Coalition encounter suit.

      Billows of sand and rock dust obscured them from his view as Eliard extended the landing gear and the Mercury crunched down, settling a moment later as the engines and electrical components hummed down to silence.

      “Irie, full tactical!” the captain said, already slipping on the heavier upper-body harness that formed plates over his shoulders and the tops of his arms as he snapped the chest buckle together. He added to it his holster of two laser pistols, checked their charges to find them at full, and threw the Mercury into a sensor-scan lockdown mode that would only open the doors to its crew after they had left.

      Swinging down the metal gantry steps to the main hold, he found Irie Hanson already emerging through the rear bulkhead door in a similar body harness, but hers had more attachments for strange sensors, gadgets, and tools. Eliard knew that their upper-body harnesses were nowhere near as strong as the Armcore heavy tactical, full-body suits, but they were all that a bunch of pirates like them could afford, and they fitted easily over the scavenger-class encounter suits that Irie had insisted the crew wear.

      In Irie’s hands was a snub-nosed weapon of black composite materials with a mesh strap around her neck, her preferred heavy blaster.

      “I guess we’re ready.” He gave his chief engineer a serious nod as he opened the Mercury’s main hold doors, although a part of him still wished that he had Val Pathok behind them, wielding the one-man artillery cannon that only he could hold, known as The Judge.

      “Cassie.” He grinned as the dust settled to reveal the trio of waiting forms on the other side.

      Just as the sky exploded with fire.
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      Inside the embattled almost-orb of metal that was the OEC platforms surrounding Old Earth, Ponos-Omega sat. To look at him, you might be mistaken to think that he was a statue, perhaps some strange robot god. Ponos-Omega had the same large, black-metal body as it had before, and the same strange camera-head with one central lens of an eye. But rubber tubing and gold wires splayed from the back of its head, neck, and shoulders into the back of the giant metal throne, and its large clawed, vice-like hands gripped the levers on the armrests.

      Ponos-Omega didn’t move externally, but inside, it was fighting.

      In the transfigured architecture of Ponos’s mind, there were corridors and tunnels. A vast interconnected system of data nodes and virtual rooms, each one accessing a different store of information, but most of the pulses of data were all funneling towards one virtual site: a large arena simulation of the battle taking place outside as Armcore and the Alpha-vessel hammered the surface of the OEC platforms.

      Glittering white lights of the various platforms’ orbital defense lasers slowly pulsed bright and then faded again, in time with their cycle charge to get them up to firing readiness again. As each one reached peak brilliance, a line of light stabbed out at the attackers, holding its integrity for a heartbeat, before winking out of existence. Ponos had them on carefully relayed timers, so that there was a steady barrage of the OEC’s heaviest weapons against the heaviest threats: the war cruisers and the Alpha-vessel itself.

      But it wasn’t enough. Choruses of the smaller defense lasers—the standard station devices useful for blasting attack craft or asteroids—glittered in constantly changing patterns, since Ponos had to change their orders not to coordinate their fire on particular targets, but instead to fire at will, activating and firing at the nearest approaching threat.

      It was a sloppy way of defending the platform, but Ponos-Omega had no choice. It just didn’t have the resources necessary to withstand this threat. There was a monumental flash of brilliance as the Alpha-vessel disappeared and reappeared a moment later in a coil of warp fire on the far side of Old Earth and opened with everything it had.

      The four heavy laser weapons of the thing’s snout fired in relay tandem, pulverizing one section of the OEC platform. These weapons devised by the alien machine intelligence had no official designation, as they had been uniquely designed, but they were far more powerful than the OEC’s orbital defense lasers.

      At the same time, the Alpha-vessel opened its other weapon ports as smaller lasers needled towards the same spot on the OEC platform, and hundreds of tiny objects were cast into the void by the Alpha with a shake of its solar wings.

      When it was just the OEC platform and craft versus Alpha, Ponos-Omega knew, then they had a chance. The OEC could concentrate all of its firepower just on Alpha, but now that most of the OEC platforms’ defenses were taken up with firing at the Armcore war cruisers, battleships, attack hubs and crafts?

      Alpha pulverized that one unprotected section of the OEC platform, and there was a ripple of light and the flashes of explosions as it collapsed under the stress. Thousands of tons of orbital metal started to tear itself apart, grinding out of alignment with the others as it twisted.

      Modules that contained offices and habitats started to glow red, yellow, and green as they fell towards Old Earth, doubtless to create thermonuclear explosions that would further wipe out whatever was left of the mother planet’s indigenous inhabitants.

      Free from the tight orbital calculations and control, the swiveling section of platform was thrust against the next nearest H-shaped platforms arms and units. Spinward gravity was unstoppable, as the damage now being caused wasn’t caused by Alpha but by the gravitational rotation of Old Earth itself. The next ‘plate’ of platforms started to crumple, explode and twist as they too were torn apart. Lights flickered off across the near sections of the OEC, orbital defense lasers flickering off to be replaced by warning exclamation marks as their power lines were cut.

      PARTIAL COLLAPSE OF OEC PLATFORM in 2.2 HOURS! SIMULATION OVER – YOU LOSE!

      The sight flickered to be replaced by the early stages of the simulation, now in real time. This was just one of almost a hundred such live-responding scenarios that the Ponos-Omega intelligence was running, micro-seconds ahead of the real events.

      FULL DECOMPRESSION OF PLASMA PORTS 27-29

      Seconds ahead of that terrible calamity playing out, and just as the Alpha-vessel flickered out of existence in a micro-jump that took it to the unprotected far side of the platform, Ponos-Omega blew open the venting seals for three of the plasma-storage units located at the site he had predicted that the Alpha-vessel must attack.

      In real life, a minute judder was felt rippling through the platform as purple, red, and green-blue warp fire plumed into space like a colorful solar flare. Great gobbets of the plasma were thrown behind the OEC, reacting with material reality as they did so to glow and burst in dazzling light displays of tremendous power.

      The Alpha-vessel reappeared just as Ponos-Omega had predicted and was instantly struck by some of the multiple detonations of warp plasma that shook it on its axis and tore great holes into one of the thing’s solar ‘fins.’

      With a barreling roll that was incongruous with its size, the Alpha-vessel moved further out and away from the vented, igniting material, far above the battle. Ponos-Omega had correctly predicted what the Alpha-vessel would do and had managed to avert complete disaster, but then another simulation, and Ponos-Omega had to analyze that in nano-seconds to prevent a further disaster.

      How long could Ponos-Omega keep this up? There were great dark wings of Armcore war cruisers rotating in flights far above the battle, before plowing down to replace those war cruisers destroyed or damaged. Then there were the great clouds of Armcore attack craft, tens being blown out of the void every second, but still always replaced by more. Armcore had hundreds of thousands of troops to commit to the war. Perhaps millions.

      Signal Hijacked!

      But it appeared that none of the Ponos-Omega’s simulations could predict what would happen next.

      Transmission Intercepted between Armcore War cruiser Righteous Storm and Alpha-vessel:

      Ponos-Omega’s own stable of spy satellites had managed to descramble and pick up this message as it was relayed across data-space, mostly because the sender, a far-off Armcore war cruiser called the Righteous Storm, hadn’t bothered to use top-security protocols.

      “Urgent Alert: Code Red. Righteous Storm. We are engaged in a battle against a Q’Lot ship over Esther, Sector 3. They appeared out of nowhere. Down to 38% functionality. Sending crew to escape pods now.”

      The Alpha-vessel glowed with the dazzle of warp fire and blossomed out of existence. It had begun, some part of Ponos-Omega’s observational programming indicated. Alpha knew what they were up to and this was just a diversion.

      The Mercury Blade, Lord Captain Eliard, and the others are on their own now, Ponos-Omega reflected.
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      The skies over Esther exploded with fire.

      “What—” Eliard heard Irie shout behind him as a roar erupted into their ears. The captain didn’t hesitate. He threw himself forward down the ramp and rolled through the gusting sand towards Cass and the others.

      “Get down!” he shouted, just before the shockwave hit.

      Fa-THUUUMP!

      A wall of black swept across them all, obliterating all sound, sight, and thought that wasn’t its roar. The captain felt himself turning, lifted off his feet as his hands grappled with something—someone—and then the world was a blur of noise and light.

      “Captain! Captain!” He could hear Irie’s voice as the roar passed by overhead, and he realized that he wasn’t dead, but was lying on the ground, attached to someone else.

      “Eliard…” A face was close to his. A human face, with deep blue eyes and bob of blonde hair. His limbs were entangled with Cassandra Milan’s, and the Device had created an interlocking circle of Blue-Scale plates over his arm, which they both huddled behind.

      “I got you,” the captain whispered.

      Cassie smiled.

      “Captain, get the drekk up!” Irie was screaming at them, and the moment was broken as the panic intensified.

      “What was that?” Cassandra was struggling to her feet as the captain did the same beside her, dusting sand from his body as the Device shivered and retracted organically back to the nodule at the end of his arm where his hand should be. Eliard felt that familiar stab of pain and nausea that appeared to happen every time he used the Device now, and he staggered on his feet before Cassandra steadied him.

      All around them, the hillside had changed. The sand had been thrown back to reveal the weatherworn edges of ancient, blackish rocks in terraces that climbed the mound to its summit.

      The Valyien ziggurat. Eliard gasped. “You would almost think whatever that was did us a favor…” he managed to cough.

      “You reckon, do you?” Irie was pulling at the sleeve of his human arm. “Look!” She pointed out across the desert, where something was coming towards them.

      “Holy stars…” Cassandra swore.

      There was a great disturbance on the skies of Esther, a swathe of boiling clouds that flickered with lightning that every pilot and navigator knew to be a craft attempting orbital entry. Underneath it there was a thin line of clear air, and then chaos once more as the distant floating solar platforms had been hurled to either side of the advancing craft, crashing far out in the desert and sending up great hurricane winds of dust.

      “It’s Alpha.” Cassandra’s voice was small. “It’s come to stop us itself.”
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      “Where’s the entrance!?” Eliard was calling as the five figures clambered and in one case, hopped down the terraces, following the loping, gangly form of the Q’Lot who appeared to be almost unaffected by the sonic shockwave that Alpha’s entry into Esther skies had caused. The mutant creature known as Argyle Trent, however, was in worse shape, with multiple grazes and scrapes across one of its praying mantis claws and the side of its face where it had tried to shield itself.

      “-y^’-lo!” the Q’Lot creature made a clicking and hissing noise through the blue ovoid dome of its mask, which looked strangely as though it was regular crystal-glass that had been filled with some sort of blue liquid.

      It was gesturing towards where a section of the black-stone terraces had collapsed, and Eliard saw a small aperture that they could crawl through to get inside.

      “Everyone, in!” Eliard said, turning to look back at the approaching danger above them.

      “I’m with you.” Cass stopped at his side and raised a strange cream-white contraption that looked more like a sculpted and fluted piece of seashell then it did a weapon.

      “No. Get in.” Eliard was adamant. “Unless that thing there can bring down space-cruisers.”

      “Never tried,” Cass shot back, but she nodded as she followed the Q’Lot, Argyle Trent, and Irie to scramble through the hole as Eliard backed towards it.

      What the stars am I doing… he thought, standing with his Device leveled. Ponos—the old Ponos—had believed that this Device held the secret to destroying the Alpha-vessel, but given what he was looking at right now, it was impossible. The Device on his arm, no matter how powerful or mutagenic it might be, could never destroy a vessel of Alpha’s size.

      The craft in question was now pushing its snout through the clouds of its own making as underneath it, the air was thick with the devastation, smoke, and fires from the crashing solar platforms.

      It looked cruel, Eliard thought. Like the beak of some ancient alien bird, pressing itself into their reality. He saw lights scintillating along its side, eerily glowing against the backdrop of thunderclouds.

      “Eliard, come on!” It was Cassandra’s face at the mouth of the tunnel, calling back to him.

      Eliard cast one last look at his foe, just as he saw nodule-like bubbles open all along the snout and mechanical drones burst into the air, like flying spiders with long, prehensile metal tails that whipped through the air. He had no idea how they flew or whether they were so tough that they were just jumping to the ground, but these new clouds of drone-fighters were flying straight towards them.

      Eliard ran for the gate.
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      Inside, there was a surprisingly smooth tunnel, free from the omnipresent grit and sand that was everywhere outside. A glow illuminated the long, triangular-shaped tunnel, but it wasn’t just the glows coming from Irie and Eliard’s battle harnesses, it was a glow that Eliard at least had seen before.

      The distant glow of a warp gate, somewhere ahead.

      “Come on!” Cassie was shouting as the group ran down the tunnel.

      Whump!

      Whump-whump!

      The ceiling and walls above them shook as Eliard was sure that the Alpha-fighter drones had landed on the outside of the ziggurat, desperate to find a way in.

      “Wait!” he shouted, turning to level the Device at the tunnel opening behind them just as the thin light of the outside was eclipsed by a chittering metal body.

      Wha-THOOOM! Eliard fired, the Device opening and reacting as it worked in tandem with his instincts to send a burning ball of meson at the end of the tunnel walls and ceiling. There was a roar and an almighty crack as stone split and dust filled the chamber, but the blast had collapsed the entrance, and they were sealed inside.

      “I bloody well hope there’s another way out of here…” Eliard grumbled as he turned and ran after the others, boots pounding on the stone floors as they charged deep into the body of the ancient structure, the glow becoming more and more brilliant in their eyes.

      The tunnel opened out, and there it was. The warp gate of the ancient Valyien.
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      If anything, this one was bigger than the others that Eliard had seen, but it had the same configuration as the others—a vast, pyramidal room with a series of steps up a dais in the center, where this time, four great black-stone pillars sat on the topmost platform. Each stone looked whorled and gnarled, almost organic in shape, and dotted with strange flutes and encrustations that Eliard couldn’t tell if they were plant, sculpted, or naturally occurring.

      And in the middle of the square was the source of the light.

      It was dazzling, a field of light that shone and shimmered, its edges refracting into the purple and blue glows of semi-stable plasma.

      Whump. Whump.

      More heavy thuds from overhead, although much more muffled than previously, as more of Alpha’s attack drones hit the side of the edifice. The captain could hear a dull vibration coming from the ceilings. “Are they tunneling to get to us?” he asked in horror.

      “This is what it’s all about, is it?” Irie snarled, raising her heavy blaster.

      “sk!-0p>!” The Q’Lot swept to her side, raising one of its more ‘regular’ arms in horror and shock to stop her.

      “What?” Eliard heard his engineer say as he marched forward. “Do you want us to destroy this thing or not?” Irie shouted, but the Q’Lot was pointing not at the human engineer, but instead at the Device on Eliard’s arm, and the organic shell-bone gun that Cassandra held.

      “Right. No energy weapons near a warp field, gotcha,” Irie grumbled, turning instead to point her blaster straight back down the tunnel that they had just run through, as there was a vibrational hum coming from there too.

      “You ready?” Eliard said to Cassie, who nodded as she raised her own gun, and—

      CRACK! The stone slabs of the ceiling broke open, releasing great chunks of black stone as the first of the Alpha attack drones poured into the room.

      “Get SOOOME!” Irie was shouting in rage and panic as she opened fire, sending large bolts of charged meson particles at the first of them, knocking it back across the chamber and ripping several of its mechanical, serrated legs off.

      But that attack drone was just one of many that infected the room. Eliard found himself having to turn to fire the Device at one that landed on the stone steps near to him, as Cass fired her strange Q’Lot weapon. It released no energy beams or blasts, just ripples through the air, like a heat wave. Where they struck the approaching enemy, however, they crumpled metal shielding, broke limbs, and threw the creatures back just the same.

      “We need…to get…to the warp gate!” Cassandra was hissing between firing the Q’Lot weapon.

      We’re going to die here, Eliard thought. There was no way out. The Alpha-vessel was above them. All we can do is hope to destroy this gate and end the Valyien’s plans… Eliard raised a glance to where Cassie was already trying to ascend the steps to the gate.

      I can’t let her sacrifice herself. Not again. He used the Device on his arm like a club to batter away another of the attack drones. In the opening that he had created, he jumped up the steps, the Device seeding his body with strange, heightened Q’Lot hormones and chemicals as he reached the top.

      “Get back!” he called desperately to Cass as he lowered the Device at the nearest pillar and fired.
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      Wha-THUMP! Eliard had only ever had a fraction of control over the Device. Usually, all that he could do to command its mutations was to think about how much he really wanted to kill whatever thing was coming for him, and the Device would change either into some sort of blade, or a club, or what he thought of as a heavy-blaster configuration, or worse.

      This time, however, the Device must have sensed just what was called from it, as it rearranged its scales into a fearsome maw with teeth-like nubs around the outside and shot a singular, burning purple-white beam of power at the pillar, and it didn’t stop.

      The pillar shook but did not break. The white shimmer of warp light just past it started to cloud and convulse, as if sensing that something was attacking it. Lines of purple-white light started to thread over the pillar as it shook, and Eliard got the sense that the Device was trying to overload it somehow.

      “El!” a scream from Cass, forcing him to turn his head.

      One of the Alpha’s attack drones had landed on the steps below her and had latched one of its metal legs tight around her foot. Her Q’Lot blaster was a few feet away from her, and she couldn’t reach it.

      “Cassie!” Eliard could no more change what he did than he could stop himself from breathing. He swung the Device and its burning line of light against the creature, neatly cutting it in half before turning back—

      Just as something grabbed him. One of the Alpha attack drones had wrapped a chitinous-mechanical, slightly greasy appendage around his arm and was attempting to leap away, but Eliard was writhing and struggling, and—

      Both Eliard and the Alpha-drone fell into the convulsing warp field of the ancient Valyien gate, and they disappeared.
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      “He’s gone,” House Archival Agent Cassandra Milan repeated, this time in a softer tone than last time. The silence of the ziggurat around them made her words sound small and alone.

      The leaping, mechanical creations of the alien hybrid warcraft Alpha far above their position had stilled, their attacks ceasing abruptly as soon as Eliard had fallen through the Valyien gate.

      Gate. Door. Whatever the drekk you call that thing… The blonde woman shot a dark look to the top of the dais behind which her dissolute company sat, where the four black, strangely-carved and whorled pillars, almost like organic shapes, had fallen into a stolid lifelessness.

      Less than a watch before, as the alpha spider-drones had attached, the pillars had been glowing with a strange ethereal aura; opalescent whites, shot through with warp plasma’s purple, red, and blue, formed between their corners a field that shouldn’t exist. No one could stabilize warp plasma, this much the highly-trained House Archival agent knew. You could regulate the energy transfer and combustion rate between matter and anti-matter, but you couldn’t stabilize it—allowing it to exist within its own steady state, free from decay or explosion.

      At least, you couldn’t according to the contemporary Imperial Coalition. Not to normal science. Not to human science.

      But what sat above them—indeed, everything built around them—wasn’t human. Instead, it was built by long-dead race called the Valyien, a galaxy-spanning super species that had dominated and enslaved every sentient race they found. When they eventually fell in the ancient wars fought against their adversary the Q’Lot, the Valyien had left behind a scattered and complicated legacy of artifacts and ruins, into which the eager humanity had grown.

      It was by dissecting and jury-rigging sites like these that the Imperial Coalition had discovered how to harness warp plasma to power their ships. And it was by resurrecting the relics that the human military company Armcore had found in sites such as these that they had played a part in creating the machine intelligence that was attacking them.

      Alpha. We should have destroyed it when we had the chance… Cassandra scowled, looking not at the stilled spider-drones that surrounded them, but instead at her sand-scuffed shoes. It was hard to not feel responsible for what their situation had become.

      “I had held that stars-be-damned calculator in my hands,” she muttered in a conversation with only herself. Her superiors in House Archival had asked her to steal the hybrid intelligence that Armcore had created. She had succeeded, with the help of the Captain Eliard and his crew of the Mercury Blade.

      And I could have put an energy bolt through that thing when I had the chance… Cassandra cursed herself, although she knew why she hadn’t done that: those weren’t her orders. Back then, back before Cassandra had died and been resurrected by the ancient Q’Lot, Cassandra herself had been as controlled and loyal to her House Archival tutors as the spider-drones opposite her were loyal to what the Alpha program had become above them.

      “…” her nearest companion didn’t say.

      Cassie’s nearest companion was the mutant known as Argyle Trent. He had once been an Armcore research scientist who had experimented with Q’Lot biology on himself, but now he was a pale, ghoulish version of a man with small, bug-like eyes and two folded-back claws like a praying mantis instead of arms. Although when she had first seen him she had been sure that he was an enemy, he had become an almost friend during her treatment by the third of their party—the tall and gangly Q’Lot who sat awkwardly on the steps. It was no wonder that the thing appeared awkward, as it was easily over eight-feet tall and elongated, vaguely humanoid in general appearance, apart from the same hairless and ghoulish flesh that reminded Cassie of some strange sea creature. Added to this strangeness were the two extra midriff arms—smaller versions of the giant claws that Argyle Trent boasted—as well as the face that ended not in a mouth, but in squid-like tentacles.

      “If that thing is agreeing, you should have put an energy bolt through Alpha when you had the chance. Heck! I would have helped you pull the trigger!” said the fourth and final prisoner: Irie Hanson, the Chief Engineer of the Mercury Blade. She was the shortest of all of those seated, but also clearly the angriest.

      Cassie nodded miserably. “Not that it matters now, I suppose…”

      “No…” Irie agreed, shuffling across the step that she had been sitting on towards Cass. There was the slight thrum of electronic machinery—if that is what they are powered by, the agent thought—as the spider-drones tracked Irie’s movements.

      Cassie froze. “Aren’t you scared?” she hissed at the engineer.

      “Petrified,” Irie agreed, giving their guards a dark look. “But if there is anything that I have learnt in all my years of mecha work, you can’t let them bully you around…”

      Alpha’s self-created spider-drones had kept pouring into the ziggurat, seeded into the atmosphere of the desert planet, Esther, by the Alpha-vessel directly. Cassandra and the others had been locked into a fierce battle for their lives as they had failed to shut down the warp gate—one of the very portals that the ancient Valyien were somehow, mysteriously, using to manipulate the Alpha machine intelligence above. Cassandra didn’t understand the science of it, only that the military company, Armcore, had made some terrible mistake when they had tried to use old Valyien technology to create a new breed of sentient machine intelligence—far superior to the humans’ already sophisticated house artificial intelligences.

      Somehow, the creation, and more importantly her failure to contain Alpha, had led to some sort of portal back through to this ab-universe, this pocket-dimension, this other-place which the ancient alien species had learned to travel to.

      “Did we win?” Cassandra muttered to Irie, nodding to the silenced pillars behind them. She had come here thinking that they would destroy the gate physically—maybe break up the pillars or the dais, or even the entire ziggurat itself. If they had wanted to stop the warp gate, they had succeeded, but it had only happened when Eliard had fallen through the gate and vanished.

      After Eliard’s disappearance, Cassandra and the others had continued to fight the drones. There were still blast marks and tiny fragments of spider-drones they had scattered. But the Alpha-vessel had kept on manufacturing them and dispatching them at a dizzying rate which the two humans and two something elses had never been able to beat.

      “As soon as Eliard went…through…” Irie grimaced. “…they changed.”  She nodded at the spider-drones.

      Cassie nodded. “They were no longer trying to kill us, just swamp us,” she murmured, trying to reason what that meant with her high degree of analytical training.

      The spider-drones had been trying to kill us to stop us getting to the warp gate… Then they had merely seized our limbs to immobilize us and take our weapons…

      “Alpha doesn’t want us dead,” Cassie realized. “Which is weird.”

      “I’m not complaining,” Irie said.

      “No, of course, but remember what Ponos used to say? That all machine intelligences, even Ponos himself, don’t give two drekks about human life. They see everything as functional tools. If we were in the way of its plans, then it would have killed us. Easily.”

      Cassie saw the engineer nod. She of all people understood the strictures of code and metal.

      “So, either we are useful to Alpha in some way, or we aren’t. We don’t serve any purpose whatsoever.”

      “And Alpha won’t waste resources on anything that it doesn’t need to do, like kill us,” Irie caught up with the thinking. “So, what does it want from us?”

      “I don’t know,” Cassie said. And that, she knew, was the problem…
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      Ponos-Omega, the machine intelligence that had once been the curator and manager of the military complex known as Armcore, was concerned.

      Machine intelligences do not get concerned. Or at least, no normal artificial sentience should. They are run by complex layers of multi-variant code, able to respond and predict to a near infinite variety of situations depending upon the amount of memory servers that they have access to. Even with all of this processing power and complicated randomizers, however, any machine intelligence is still a machine. It calculates. It predicts. It acts.

      They do not get confused as to what to do, nor do are they ever disturbed by a new piece of information.

      Ponos-Omega, however, was no ‘normal’ machine intelligence. Once it had been ranked as the second most powerful, efficient, and ‘intelligent’ of all of the AIs, after House Archival’s intelligence, as Ponos had been the core computer of Armcore. Since it had been ousted by its replacement Alpha, however, Ponos had been busy gathering to itself more memory servers from the other house intelligences, and finally, it had merged its programming with something called the ECN—the Enhanced Cognitive Prototype, the first generation of the alien-human hybrid that eventually became Alpha.

      Now, Ponos-Omega and Alpha were brothers in more ways than one. They were both originally produced by Armcore. They were both now melded with ancient alien coding structures, and with that came swathes of strange equations and internal experiences that Ponos traditionally had never experienced.

      There are thoughts that no human can think. There are deep landscapes of code that even I do not understand. Ponos conducted its own internal service check in a fraction of a microsecond, aware that its physical body, which was a sleek black gigantic mecha humanoid, was plugged into a command chair at the Old Earth Coalition station—the floating structure of space stations and habitats that girdled the home world of humanity like a cage.

      Ponos-Omega had initiated this self-checking system routine because outside the Old Earth-protecting station, the battle with its rival and enemy had lulled.

      The alien ship known as Alpha had attacked them as soon as Ponos-Omega had announced itself, because Alpha knew that Ponos-Omega might be advanced enough to stop its trail of conquest on the behalf of its otherworldly masters.

      The Alpha-vessel had brought with it its new fleet of allies: all of the war cruisers and battleships and attack craft and attack-drone stations that Armcore could offer. Despite the fact that Alpha represented an aggressive, invasive alien species intent on taking over the Imperial Coalition, the Armcore CEO Dane Tomas had long ago realized which way the tide of victory had been turning. He had even commissioned the creation of Alpha after all, hadn’t he?

      What fools these mortals be… Ponos-Omega quoted from the ancient Earth playwright William Shakespeare. Despite its strange state of existence, Ponos-Omega knew that even it was mortal. All things suffer the effects of entropy, it had to admit.

      The Armcore-Alpha fleet had battered the encircling grid around Old Earth. The Armcore forces alone were strong enough to level planets, as Ponos-Omega knew since he had directed them to do so himself.

      But this time, Ponos-Omega had known the tactics of its enemy. It knew the ways that the gigantic Armcore war cruisers prioritized their targeting assignments. It had known how every Armcore flight group would be organized into one war cruiser, several battleships, and at least three wings of single-person attack craft. Ponos-Omega knew that it could allow the OEC Station to take the brunt of the one-person attack craft as it worked instead of trying to disable the war cruiser’s power-converters and exhaust outtakes—all very insubstantial things in the scheme of a battle, as meson and laser blasts and torpedoes screamed through the void and the vacuum was splashed with angry colors of exploding gases.

      The Ponos-Omega did not concentrate on the armaments, or on the control decks or the weapons systems of its enemy, but the much smaller, inconsequential operational industries… Those that helped the war cruisers to navigate or to manage the energy flow throughout the vessel. By conducting a thousand such specific, almost surgical strikes with the Old Earth Coalition station’s defense lasers, Ponos-Omega had been able to create a barrage of technical faults in all three of the Armcore war cruisers, with at least two of them having to withdraw to logistical roles rather than front line attacks…which was just how the Ponos-Omega had planned it…

      

      Armcore War Cruiser-Class Risk Assessment:

      Damage Potential: High

      Threat Analysis:

      Meson Rail-cannons x 8

      Nuclear Armaments—3 deployment pods, 8 warheads (standard equip)

      Conventional Torpedoes (Combustion)—28 payloads (standard equip)

      Defense Laser x 1

      Close-Support Laser Turrets x 12

      

      Ponos-Omega wasn’t winning, not by any definition in the acres of tactical and strategic manuals that it had access to, but it had fought off the Armcore threat to a level that it would once have called ‘Diminishing Retreat’ when it had been ‘just’ a military computer…which was a fancy way of saying that it had inflicted enough damage to allow space for a retreat, evacuation, or a change of position on the battlefield.

      But with the fact that the OEC was a stable station, no retreat was possible, and the only possible evacuation was to send the Old Earth Coalition staff inwards to the blasted wastelands and feral townships of Old Earth.

      Which is unacceptable… Ponos-Omega had immediately calculated. If it did that, if it sounded the alarms and sent its human staff away, then Armcore would annihilate the OEC station, which in turn would bombard the surface of Old Earth with debris, further endangering the Coalition refugees. Besides which, without the station there to protect them, there would be a greater likelihood of Armcore going after the refugees on Old Earth.

      

      Strategic Analysis: Orbital Bombardment Scenario #7

      Operational Procedures: 0%

      Non-Authorized Operations: 94%

      

      The Armcore war cruisers would bombard Old Earth, Ponos-Omega considered. Although any attack on Old Earth or even against of the Noble Houses of the Imperial Coalition, wouldn’t be allowed in their operational procedures, which the machine intelligence knew because it had written most of them. However, it also knew that now that Senior Dane Tomas had sided with the Valyien, nothing was off the table.

      

      Mission Objective…

      

      Ponos-Omega reconsidered its current position.

      

      Mission Analysis:

      Defeat of the Enemy? 6% Likelihood

      Tactical Truce/Stalemate? 14% Likelihood

      Defeat of OEC? 80% Likelihood

      

      That was not a good situation for humanity to find itself in.

      

      Mission Objective:

      Retreat Possible? Negative.

      Truce Possible? Negative.

      Re-positioning of Forces? Negative.

      Legacy Scenario: Selected.

      

      With all the options on the table, that meant there was only one possible outcome for the Old Earth Station, and the last hope for a humanity free of alien control.

      Legacy Scenario.

      Ponos-Omega hadn’t informed the rest of House Archival’s chief staff or the other noble houses that this was the play it was deciding to make. It knew that humanity had an insane addiction to the idea of hope, which in itself was a powerful motivating factor to achieve the Legacy Scenario that it needed.

      Legacy Scenario, definition: to achieve a lasting legacy-impact on the enemy, so that future conflicts between enemy and unknown forces will be influenced.

      Which, in short, meant that Ponos-Omega’s only option now was to fight long and hard enough to cause so much damage that, after Alpha and Armcore had destroyed them and enslaved humanity, at least the ground-down humanity would be given some time as their oppressors rebuilt their forces.

      There is no ‘hope’ for humanity’s freedom, Ponos-Omega considered. There is no ‘hope’ for the Old Earth Coalition station to survive this onslaught.

      But if Ponos-Omega marshalled its forces well, and acted as efficiently as it could, then it might be able to make sure that the disparate, far-flung noble houses would be able to band together.

      Legacy meant a fight to the last soldier standing. It meant glory through the ultimate price…

      Death.

      Which was why, given all these computations, that Ponos-Omega was quite frankly stunned by the turn of events that changed the fate of the OEC station, turning a Legacy Scenario into one of a Stalemate!

      The Alpha-vessel had warped out, and the Alpha-vessel was the most dangerous opponent of all.

      It wasn’t that Ponos-Alpha hadn’t rationalized why the Alpha-vessel had left. The machine intelligence had, after all, been the one to help send the crew of the Mercury Blade to Esther to dismantle or destroy the warp gate that was fueling the Valyien’s connection to this dimension. The mecha inside the OEC knew that as soon as the Alpha-vessel realized what Captain Eliard and the others were doing, it would attempt to stop them…

      But now what? That was what made Ponos-Omega confused, distracted, and disturbed. Had Captain Eliard Martin and the others succeeded? The mecha didn’t know. None of his scans or sensors revealed any data information coming out of Esther at all. And even if they had succeeded, what did that mean the Armcore forces attacking the station would do next?

      No, the Ponos-Omega intelligence didn’t know what was happening, or whether Eliard had succeeded or failed.

      And that made the strange hybrid intelligence not merely confused or disturbed…but scared.
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      Something grabbed me…

      Captain Eliard Martin screamed, and his voice fractured into a thousand sonic beats and tones, dizzyingly complex and varied, and completely, utterly, drekk-crazy…

      He flailed his limbs, but it was like moving in a dream, where he couldn’t feel what he was doing or whether they were responding to his thoughts or not, but that they were there anyway…he hoped.

      Colors washed against his eyes. At first, the captain had been blinded by the milky-white glare that had been emanating from the Valyien warp gate, but then the colors shifted, becoming a kaleidoscope of purple, yellow, crimson, green and blue, as well as many colors that his normal human eyes had no name for.

      Something grabbed me, and I fell into the warp gate…

      The thoughts were coming back to him as he struggled and fought, just like waking up groggily and having the tiny elements of sanity remerge. Somehow, everything that had happened before this swirling color-scape, here and now, felt like a blur.

      How long have I been in here? He opened his mouth to scream. Had it really only been a few seconds? Or was it a few lifetimes? Time meant nothing here, and Eliard had no way of knowing if he had fallen just through the warp gate to the other side of the dais or whether he had in fact found a crack in the fabric of the universe and was even now falling between dimensions.

      Something grabbed…

      What had it been? One of Alpha’s spider-drones? The image swam into his mind of the thing’s metallic chitin as it filled his vision—

      But then, where is it now? He looked around himself in the veils, unsure of what was happening. The colors were changing, swirling; they were physical things, like gases or liquids, although he didn’t feel wet. When he brought what he thought to be his own arm in front of him, it appeared misty and blurred, but it also was not attached to the spider-drone…

      Where did it go? Where am I going?

      “…!” The colors rippled, and some sort of awareness spiked through Eliard that danger was coming. He didn’t know how he knew, but he saw the colors shift from pastel to darker, uglier shades of purple and red as an indistinct, blurry shape moved towards him…

      “…!!” It was the spider-drone, suddenly screaming out of the void as if flung at him, its whip-like prehensile talons reaching for him.

      Gah! Eliard raised the Device that completely enclosed his lower right arm from the elbow to beyond his fingers. The Device had been his constant companion on this crazy adventure—a piece of experimental Armcore technology that the old Ponos had sent Eliard to receive, believing it to hold the key to defeating Alpha.

      The Device shivered and twitched on his arm, its scales sliding out and interlocking until it turned into a long spike of bone and shell-like horn—

      WHUMPF!

      —that the spider-drone impaled itself on as the hardened scale pierced metal and plate as easily as cardboard.

      That was the evolutionary advantage of this weapon, Eliard reasoned as he was thrown back by the impact, head over heels. The Device was a piece of Q’Lot virus that had been modified by Armcore at the genetic level to act as a virus in the human body, allowing it to adapt and mutate to any threat.

      Well, it worked here… Eliard thought as he felt the heat hitting his face from the spider-drone’s sizzling circuits, just inches away from his own body. But the Device had seemed ineffectual and pathetic when Eliard had faced the war cruiser-sized Alpha-vessel. And it was appearing to tax his own body every time he used it, as the virus fed off his body’s essential nutrients.

      And why in the holy names of all the stars isn’t it adapting to get me out of this…here…whatever it is that I am stuck within!? The captain tried to raise his hand to kick and shove at the metal body impaled on his arm as he turned over and over through the surreal void.

      Whump.

      Something was happening. The captain felt a tremor go through his entire body like an electric shock. It had to be this void. It was doing something to him…but what?

      Whump. Another of the shocks, although he was sure that nothing had touched him, and the captain saw that whatever the strange attack was, it was also affecting the impaled body of the drone as well.

      It was disintegrating.

      What!? Eliard flapped and rolled as he saw that yes, the very edges of the stilled robot drone had started to wisp away as if the entire thing was only made of dust, or that it was a sand sculpture being mauled by the wind.

      Whump.

      What…is that? Could that be happening to…me? Eliard couldn’t feel his body, only the near electric shocks that kept hitting him. It must be this carcass… He redoubled his efforts to kick it from his arm, finding it comparatively easy as his foot passed almost straight through the lower mechanical sections, all of the metal giving way to dust and a silver, simmering grit as if the spider-drone had possessed no substance whatsoever.

      Am I dreaming? Hallucinating this? the captain thought. It felt like a dream, and he was sure that he had heard of toxic hallucinations happening when someone was subjected to warp plasma.

      Well, actually, I’ve heard of the warp plasma having an anti-matter reaction with matter and creating a localized thermo-nuclear blast, Eliard thought as he did suddenly feel something else in his body.

      A crippling, terrible nausea, and then pain.

      Whump.

      It was a low-level pain at first, like a tattoo or a sunburn or a sprain… And it was happening everywhere, all over his body all at once. Eliard raised his other, still-human hand to his face to see that his worst fears had indeed become realized…

      His fingers were wisping at their edges and becoming even more indistinct than they had been in this field of light and color.

      I’m going to fade away to nothing. Just atoms or subatomic particles on the stellar winds… Eliard was panicking, trying to swim and kick with limbs that were gradually becoming more insubstantial with every passing heartbeat.

      I have to get back to where the edge of the field is… He was certain that he had less foot than he’d had a few moments ago to use to propel himself through this nightmare.

      Something grabbed me, and I fell into the warp gate… his addled brain repeated endlessly as Eliard tried to think. Didn’t that mean that there was a way back, too? That he might be just stuck atop that dais, but that somewhere, somehow, there was an edge that he could throw himself through?

      It was a very slim and cold comfort, but it was all that Eliard could hope for as he struggled and flailed while more bits of him started to fragment in this surreal void, wisps streaming from the back of his head and his heels, his shoulders and his back.

      What would happen when he got out of there? Would it be like an injury, the elements of him scoured to the bone by the plasma? He didn’t know because he could only feel the-

      Whump

      And the rising sense of nausea and burning pain.

      Or would all of his extremities just cease to exist in any reasonable way at all? Eliard wondered if he would ever be able to fly again, see again, or even walk again if he ever got out.

      Whump.

      This time, the shock that shook through him was like a kick to the gut, and he doubled over in pain as he rolled through the plasma field. His eyes were burning, and he wasn’t sure how much he could take.

      I just want to go home, he cried out in silent anguish. I don’t want to be here. Please, just take me home!

      Whump.

      The colors went out, and the pain stopped.
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      Eliard coughed and gasped, his mouth feeling dry but undoubtedly feeling physical. “Ca…Cah…Cassie?” Eliard croaked, thinking of the blonde House Archival agent whom he had let down already many times since knowing her.

      Everything ached, but not in that electric way or the rising burn of whatever the warp field had done to him. He was lying on a stone floor, his body shivering and cold.

      Is this Esther? The captain coughed and spat onto the floor, trying to blink open his aching eyes.

      It was dark in here, almost pitch black save for a glow at the distant end. The captain wondered if he was still in the ziggurat and where, if so, were the steps that should lead him down to the main room? And where were Cassie and the others? Where was the Mercury Blade?

      “If you’ve gone and abandoned me here, you drekkers…” he wheezed, managing to push himself up at least to his knees and into a crouch.

      For one thing, he wasn’t on the top of a dais at all. This room was flat.

      It was also not entirely featureless. The captain saw strange whorls and swirls on the floor that hurt his eyes to look at, as if they were moving when he knew that couldn’t be the case. Smaller, tight, ugly little marks like runes struck out here and there on their own rambling inscriptions at odd intersections of the whirling patterns.

      Those runes… He knew what they were. He had seen them before, he was sure of it.

      On the warp pillars of the gate at Esther. Yes, that’s it. Eliard’s frazzled mind tried to remember. He had been so close to them as he had fired the Device at one of them that he had a chance to see the same whorls, loops, engravings, and jagged-edge runes here and there across the black stone.

      This had to be some sort of Valyien writing, he thought. I must be somewhere on Esther… He wondered if that was what the warp gates did: that they could act as jump gates too? Just like ship’s own warp engine used warp plasma to create a miniature wormhole through spacetime to connect two different points.

      I need to get back to them! Alarm ran through Eliard. He had failed to destroy the warp gate, clearly, since he managed to use it to jump here—wherever here was—and so that meant that somewhere outside, hopefully nearby, Cassie Milan, Irie, and the other not-so-human two would be still battling the spider-drones. He had to get to them.

      The captain stumbled to booted feet that were, thankfully, apparently unscathed by the strange disintegrating effect that he’d been certain had been wrecking his body. His hand also appeared to be unscathed, and when he patted down his body, every part appeared to be in the right place.

      “What I saw in there must have just been a hallucination,” he croaked to himself as he started to lurch towards one corner of the cavern that appeared a little lighter than the others, fully expecting to see a tunnel or a chink of light falling between two Valyien-constructed boulders…

      Firming up his certainty that the experience had all been a dream, Eliard saw that there was no body of the spider-drone anywhere nearby him as he lurched. Surely it would have come through the warp gate with me, if it had been there?

      The patch of light up ahead grayed and lightened as he stumbled closer to it. The captain’s body still ached, and he wondered what the exposure to a stable warp field had done to his insides. Had the Device—whose job it was to adapt, after all—protected him? It didn’t feel like it.

      It was a tunnel, worn and smooth in the rock, curving gently upwards before turning a corner and abruptly coming to an end. What?

      The way was blocked by lots and lots of collapsed blocks, some spilling out onto the floor and looking as though they had been there a long time. But some of the joins between the blocks weren’t sealed and allowed light to filter through in shafts speckled with motes of dust.

      Light, real, good honest light. The captain almost swore that he could taste some fresh air coming through the boulder pile as well, which his wearied body wanted to drink if it could, like a thirsty man craves water.

      Moving awkwardly, he leaned against the boulders and tentatively pushed with his one good hand and the snubbed end of the Device that was his other. There was a grating sound and a crunch, and a small chink of light grew wider, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Well, I haven’t gone through all of this just to end up starving to death in some desert pyramid!” Eliard said, heaving again at the boulders.

      Another crunching sound, but nothing else moved. The boulders were too large for him. But luckily, Eliard still had a variety of weapons about his person, including his two side-holstered pistols and of course…

      The Device.

      “C’mon, don’t fail me now…” He took a step back and raised the Device at the wall. He didn’t know what the Device would do, or how it would react to the current threat. He never knew what the Device was going to do and could only tentatively suggest to it to make a gun or a blade or a…

      Pickaxe?

      A sickly, nauseous feeling spread through his body as he felt the Device morph in front of him, the thin light revealing his arm reconfiguring itself as blue scales slid and lengthened, grew and contracted, before it had finally reached its final form.

      “Agh…!” Eliard wheezed, his chest pounding as the Device sapped away vital nutrients that his body probably needed for a thousand other tasks, like breathing.

      But now, he did indeed have a tool to dismantle the wall. His right arm had lengthened into a rod of blue compressed-scale bone that ended in something like a harpoon’s head of gleaming bone metal. The captain saw immediately that he could use the ‘point’ of the arrow as a pike to wedge into the holes and cracks between the rocks, whilst the flaring, toothed edges would work to wiggle and hook at the rocks to pull them apart.

      Taking a deep breath, the captain started to attack the boulder wall where the chinks of light were the largest. He jabbed and poked, levered, and braced his legs against the walls to heave and pull until—

      Ka-Thunk! Two of the settled rocks slid backwards into the light, creating an alarming judder through the rest of the wall and a plume of rock dust that eventually settled, and now Eliard was looking at a broad swathe of a weak sort of light coming through to the other side. Thank the stars! Poking his head through, the captain saw that on the other side was a simple passageway, and one that had obviously been created by intelligent hands. There were gray flagstones on the floor, and the walls were similarly constructed of sturdy blockwork. It seemed that this passageway ended here and turned at one end as it rose on heavy steps.

      It almost looked familiar, the captain thought as he squirmed though the hole and fell to the other side, gasping for breath. He lay there for a moment, allowing the fresher air to fill his lungs. It wasn’t dry and dusty as he had thought that the desert world of Esther had been, but was instead almost sweet, and sharp with the tang of something like salt.

      I guess there must be an underground water source nearby… the captain reasoned as he pushed himself up to his feet to follow the passageway up the steps. The thought of the nearby water gave him impetus and even made him forget his bone-weariness a little. It would good to plunge his head into that water, clearing it so he could work out where Cassie and the others were.

      And the Alpha spider-drones… Eliard remembered with a spike of shame. He didn’t have time to be tired. He took the steps two at a time, turning as they curled around in a tight spiral once more. A rectangular doorway opening appeared at the end of the stairs above him, bright and glaring with light.

      Something pricked at his memory, insistent and annoying, but the captain ignored it.

      The final doorway appeared a little odd to his eyes. The blocks there were complicated and there were strips of metal still attached to them where another original door had been. Eliard shook his head and blinked against the glare of unaccustomed light as he ignored the very Coalition-looking door and stepped out into the brighter light of the room beyond—

      To find himself walking into a room that he knew well. Very well.

      This was the atrium to the Martin Palace, precisely where he had grown up.
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      “Just so long as you don’t make any sudden moves…” Irie hissed under her breath as she made a show of fiddling with her boots on the dais.

      “If this gets me shot…” Cassie grumbled as she put her hand over the small device that Irie had surreptitiously palmed to the agent’s ankle.

      “It won’t. I promise. Kinda.”

      “Kinda?” Cassie made a face as she straightened back up, slipping the small rectangle of metal tubing, brass-plated at one end, under the inside of her wrist. “What does it do?”

      “Low-range frequency disruption…” Irie muttered. “We might be able to…”

      Cassie nodded that she understood, not wanting whatever sensitive sensors that the Alpha spider-drones might have to pick up their intentions.

      Given the logic that Alpha wanted them alive, it was Irie’s assertion that the spider-drones wouldn’t do anything to harm them from now on. Which meant that they had a bit more freedom to move, talk, and plan.

      And this is Irie’s answer to our plight… Cassandra didn’t move her head but cast her eyes down as if depressed at their confinement to look at the small device against her arm. It appeared to be just a couple of metal tubes, one much larger than the other, attached in a small housing unit with wires moving between the ends, brass caps, and just one plastic-formed red button.

      “Do I just press it?” Cassie said.

      “When you are in position, yeah.” Irie nodded, suddenly raising her hands to yawn.

      Whirr. Click. At the unexpected movement by the human engineer, all of the nearest spider-drones turned fractionally to train their arms at Irie. They were vigilant, and clearly motion sensitive, as Irie had explained, but they didn’t fire or react anymore as Irie didn’t pose a threat.

      No visible threat, Cassie thought, knowing that in the engineer’s hand was concealed another of these low-range frequency disruptors.

      “Just wait until I give the signal,” Irie whispered as she stretched, leaning down to her feet before standing slowly up. Cassandra didn’t think that the aches and stiffness of her legs were faked at all.

      Whirr. Whirr. Click. The spider-drones tracked her every movement.

      “What!? I’m biological! We need to move about sometimes!” Irie muttered loudly, standing up as if she was faced with nothing more dangerous than a nosy neighbor and proceeding to make exaggerated stretches and steps down the dais towards the drones.

      The reaction in the watching army was like watching a flock of birds, Cassie thought, seeing them move and flutter in almost perfect unison as they followed Irie with their arms. When she had almost reached the bottom, the spider-drones took steps back in widening ripples so that the front line was always a predetermined distance between the tips of their metal talons and the engineer.

      “Say, Cassie?” Irie turned a little slowly, calling out in a very loud, over-acted voice. “Aren’t your legs stiff as well!?” She nodded to the other side of the room. “Why don’t you take a walk over there, like I’m doing here?”

      Irie wants to make sure that she can block Alpha’s signal to every one of these drone robots down here. Cassandra nodded. That was what the disruptors were designed to do: create a field of agitated electrons that would work to disrupt any subspace frequencies that the Alpha-vessel above must be using to communicate its orders to the spider-drones. With two being fired off at either end of the same confined space, then Irie must be convinced that they would be able to wrest control over the drones, and maybe even turn them off completely.

      “Yes, Irie. I think I do.” Cassandra Milan, the House Archival agent, slowly copied the engineer, first stretching out her legs and then bending down, reaching out before standing up in large, slow movements.

      Click. Click. Whirrr.

      Precisely half of the gathered drones in the room turned to concentrate their many metal arms and talons precisely upon her, sending a shiver of fear up her spine.

      This is terrifying. The agent froze as her many years of training dictated. House Archival might have been librarians and custodians of dry facts and histories, the Imperial Coalition’s memory, but their agents were just as highly-trained combat operatives as every other house. Only a House Archival agent had expressly been trained to be able to investigate and analyze situations in order to gain specific information.

      Everything inside Milan’s body screamed at her to stand still until an opportunity presented itself to avoid certain death, but with great strength of will, she forced her legs to move, taking the first stone step down to the floor and then another, in the opposite direction that Irie had taken.

      Whirr. Click.

      “Yzyk-0^3!?” said the last, tallest of their colleagues, looking up at her over its mess of mouth-tentacles. It was the Q’Lot, clad in its now-dusty off-white and silver-edged robes. The thing’s head was encased in a large blue sphere that Cassandra had thought was some kind of visor containing breathable liquids, but she could see the thing’s face just as clearly as if it were just blue-colored air. The Q’Lot appeared agitated.

      “It’s alright,” Cassandra tried to reassure her colleague. Was it the same one that had rescued her, and whom she had talked to in the Q’Lot ship? She didn’t know.

      “Kelli-f4^ou-ikha!” The Q’Lot made a strange series of gargling and rasping noises, ending on a set of highly tonal trills like that of a songbird. Even the House Archival agent, trained in at least seven of the major languages and a further four of the minor ones to be found throughout the reach of the Imperial Coalition, still had no idea what it was saying unless it decided to speak human Old Earth Standard.

      Which I know you can do. Cassie made slow, pacifying movements to her Q’Lot savior as she wondered whether the Q’Lot had a particular reason why they wouldn’t want to speak in human tongue. Did it pain them to make their mouth parts move in such ways? Or shame them?

      I cannot explain to you what is going on, only that it is. Cassie willed her thoughts at the creature, knowing that it was useless. You just have to trust me…

      Just as she just had to trust that Irie Hanson’s mental calculations had been right.

      “Come on, Cassie!” Irie said in an overly enthusiastic and loud voice. “Once you get moving, you will start to feel better!” she said forcefully, all for the sake of whatever mechanical ears that their prison guards had installed on them.

      I drekking well hope that you’re right, Irie. Cassandra took another step, expecting to feel the clamp of metal on her wrist or skewering through her ribcage at any moment. But it didn’t come.

      “Yzyk-!” The Q’Lot started to wave its two larger, more humanoid arms.

      No! What are you doing!? Cassie thought in alarm.

      Click. Whirr. The assembled spider-drones easily split their numbers again, with a third concentrating on Irie’s movements, a third on Cassandra’s, and the last third now focused on the anxiously signaling Q’Lot.

      It’s trying to help us out! Cassandra realized, by splitting the attention of the drones. The Q’Lot might not know what they were planning, but it was working as best it could with them, she saw. Filled with this opportunity, Cassandra took another step, and then another.

      “Easy does it…” Irie said, waving her arms about her head as if regaining some life through them as she neared the far end of the chamber, near the exit.

      Click. Click. CLACK! The nearest of the robot drones next to Irie moved to block any attempted passage into the tunnel, moving in one smooth, automated motion.

      Had she pushed it too far? Cassandra locked up once again, and everyone stilled, taking a deep breath.

      The spider-drones similarly stalled, as one.

      Phew. There were no sudden movements from their captors, no screams from the engineer. Cassie started to move, trying hard to ignore the whirrs and tracking movements around her as she passed halfway, then most of the way to the other end of the room.

      “Yzyk-! Yzyk-!” The Q’Lot resumed its frantic waving, and this time opened up its smaller midriff arms as well, further causing consternation amongst their watchful enemy.

      I’m there! Cassandra reached the precisely smooth walls of stone and turned to see that Irie had similarly turned back towards her, nodding as she raised her own hand that held the Low Range Frequency Disruptor—

      “Halt,” an oddly cultured voice burst into the room. It sounded almost human, Cassandra observed in an instant. Almost, except for the fact that it was being transmitted at the exact same time through whatever electronic speakers that each of these spider-drones had. The voice also displayed an oddly clipped sort of tone at the same time, as if the mind that the voice belonged to did not really understand human vocal subtleties.

      Alpha. Cassandra grimaced, sweat beading on her brow. She knew that voice anywhere. She had been there when the thing was born and that it had announced itself to the world, after all.

      “You are behaving with a forty-eight percent deviancy from human normal in all captor-hostage scenarios. Desist immediately,” Alpha stated.

      Casandra looked at Irie, and even from the opposite ends of the room, she could see that the other woman’s eyes were round with worry.

      Drekk this. Cassandra raised her own hand containing the device. I’m not taking orders from that thing anymore… She thumbed the button, making sure that Irie saw her do it, and hurriedly repeat—

      “Halt!” the echoed voice of Alpha had a chance to say just as Cassandra felt an electric tingle spread along her arm, and every hair on her body started to frizz with the pregnant static energy she had introduced.

      Do I keep my thumb on the button? She realized that she had no idea as she held the small thing out in front of her, copying Irie precisely.

      The spider-drones had tracked their available talon-arms to the humans’ last movements, but they weren’t attacking. If anything, they appeared to be no longer moving at all, as the Q’Lot suddenly stood up, and elicited no response from any of the drones nearby. They all just stood stock still in their last positions.

      “Looks good to me…” Cassandra hopped quickly to one side. Again, no movement. “We did it! These things worked!” she called out to Irie, who was already using her one free hand to pat down her suit and hurriedly draw out a small stick of something whiteish.

      “Of course it worked! Just keep holding the button down until I can get the fixative in place!” Irie smeared the end of the white plasticine-like glob over the depressed button and waited, blowing on it to speed the drying time as it turned solid in moments. “Here. Do the same. Don’t stick your thumb to the damn thing.” Irie set her Disruptor on the floor and then threw the stick of plasti-crete adhesive expertly over the heads of the spider-drones for the House Archival agent to catch one-handed, before copying her.

      “What do we do now?” Cassandra said. “The Alpha-vessel is in atmospheric orbit outside. It’s probably sending a new wave of something down here to get us…”

      “It has to be here somewhere…” Irie had snagged more tools from her engineering pouches and was already half-scrambling over the nearest drone, looking for something. “We’ve been lucky. These spider-drones might be created by the most advanced machine intelligence the galaxy has ever known, but it made an awful lot of them in a short time, and that means that it’s easier to make from a template…”

      Cassandra saw Irie’s face suddenly light up as she said, “Aha! Found it!”

      “Found what?”

      “I’ve seen something like these spider-drones before. I used to be a mech-builder before I was a starship engineer, right?” Irie moved one of the handheld tools to one side of the drone’s central body-power unit, and Cassandra heard a fizz as sparks leapt up from the tiny laser welder.

      “Well, these spider-drones look based on an old exploration robot drone that Armcore used to build. Dead easy to build, and they all work on transmitters here, just under the right heat exchange vent.”

      “The what?” Cassie was frowning as she looked at the nearest stilled drone.

      “Doesn’t matter. The little black grill on the side of the body? Under that is a round crystal-glass window. Smash it and the transmitter-receiver diodes behind it,” Irie stated, already burning out the crystal-glass window and the transmitter-receiver on the next spider-drone, and the next. “I recognized the build of the drone and figured, or hoped anyway, that the Alpha hadn’t had time to come up with any special design for them. But it looks like it didn’t!” she said happily.

      Cassie Milan saw immediately just what she was looking for, and from her pockets drew forth the small concealed snub-pistol that she had hidden there.

      FZZT! A single shot was all it took for the tiny crystal-glass porthole to burst open and the sensitive electronics on the other side to melt and twist. Cassandra instantly moved to the next one, and then the next, as she noticed that the Q’Lot who had helped them was also doing the same thing—just not with any welder or assassin’s pistol, but instead with one of its midriff claw-arms. All it took was one simple tap from the large, almost eight-foot-tall Q’Lot and the window and electronics behind smashed.

      But even with the three of them, there were a lot of drones to cover, and all the while, Cassandra was painfully aware that the Alpha-vessel would probably have already strategized the perfect plan to counter their little mutiny and was already enacting it.

      “How–how does this help us get out of here?” Cassandra said, panting as she completed her tenth or eleventh such emancipation.

      “Probably doesn’t. But it’s an idea I have…” Irie stated, stopping on the last one and then proceeding to cauterize a hole through the top body and quickly drawing the connection cables from her own wrist computer to plug directly into it. “These things are all slaves, right? That’s how inter-linked mechas and drones work. It’s too much processing power to have attack and defense protocols and to think independently, so they slave their over-all mission intelligence to a controller—either a human pilot or, in our case…”

      “The Alpha upstairs.” Cassandra saw immediately what she meant.

      “Precisely. But they’re interlinked, as I said. We’ve cut the communication between Alpha and its toys down here, now we…” She turned and held her welder to the fixed Disruptor, for it to spark and flash in a small rupture of smoke.

      “Same?” Casandra checked, pointing her snub pistol back at the Disruptor she had recently held. When Irie nodded, she expertly shot it into an exploded wreckage of metal.

      “Now we tell them that they have a new master.” Irie’s fingers feverishly worked over her wrist computer’s holographic controls, and the singular spider-drone before her shook and shuddered for a moment, before turning back towards the passageway.

      “We have to keep this one safe. All the rest will follow the orders I give it.” Irie dismantled the cables with a flourish, just as there was the sound of thumps and scrapes from far above them as something landed on the roof of the ziggurat and scrabbled to the hole that had let in this drone army.

      “Now we run,” Irie said, already taking off with the master drone galloping just ahead of her, and instantly the wave of other freed spider-drones followed.
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      “There’s more following!” Cassie called as she ran beside the scuttling shape of one of the spider-drones at her side. They were charging down the tunnel that they had so recently charged up, but this time, their party was minus one Captain Eliard, and the spider-drones that surrounded them were their allies, not their pursuers.

      Behind them, more of Alpha’s controlled drones were chasing them, having spilled into the gate room as soon as Irie and Cassandra had destroyed the low-range disruptors. Because the disruptors would kill Irie’s wrist computer connection to the Mercury Blade as well, Cassandra had heard her shout.

      But Irie had sent messages through the master drone to the others for them to split their forces, with a sizable component staying at the back and forming a writhing, attacking wall against their own mechanical twins.

      “Nothing we can do about that! We’ll have more up ahead, I’m sure of it!” Irie said as the caved-in boulders of their entrance met them. She quickly set the first wave of their slaved drones into making a tunnel through the rocks, and Cassandra caught her breath to the sound of metal arms pounding on rocks.

      Crash! With a great billow of sand and rock dust, the way was clear, and instantly there was the whine and shriek of metal against each other as the forward line of freed drones met an approaching line of Alpha drones.

      We just have to push on through… Cassie raised the Q’Lot weapon that she held in her hands. Their weapons had been ‘confiscated’ by the spider-drones when they had been under the control of Alpha, but with the disruptors, they had managed to find them—all in working order and thankfully not destroyed by Alpha’s minions.

      “Dammit!” She couldn’t get a clear shot past the bodies of the spider-drones. In fact, she couldn’t even tell which of the writhing mass of metallic bodies were on their side and which were on the hybrid Valyien’s!

      “There’s nothing we can do…” Irie said, gritting her teeth as she looked from her wrist computer to the fighting both in front and behind them, the master drone standing patiently at her side like a pet.

      Crash! The only advantage that Irie and her robots had was that they had to fight in a confined space, and that Irie had no compunction against sacrificing the drones if it meant that she could take out more of the enemy. Cassandra watched as Irie worked on her wrist computer and one of the forward emancipated drones suddenly jumped forward, whirling its metal prehensile arms around itself in a spinning dervish-wheel against the front two Alpha-drones.

      Whumpf! A bright flash of flame and light as the two Alpha drones blew up, taking out the dervish drone with it. Irie grinned savagely and activated the next of their freed drones to do the same, pushing deeper through to the mouth of the tunnel before performing its frenzied, maddened attack, and then the next, and then—

      They were out!

      Cassandra felt the sudden blanket of oppressive warmth fall on her shoulders and the glare of a distant sun as her feet gave way.

      The humans and their drones were sliding down the weatherworn steps of the ziggurat, surrounded by the leaping and whirling shapes of Irie’s drones as the sky was filled with the sound of whirring and clanking.

      There are so many! Cassandra gasped as two rival ‘streams’ of the Alpha drones catapulted through the air towards them, for the freed drones to rise just in time.

      Fa-Thoom! Cassie had a better chance at shooting the drones now, using the Q’Lot rifle that looked more like a large bracketed conch-shell then it did any sort of weapon. The air in front of it miraged and doubled as the invisible energy fields hit some approaching Alpha drones, and they were torn apart by strange magnetic forces. The Q’Lot weaponry and ships were just as strange as the Valyien, she knew, but of a completely different nature.

      Screeech! One of the Alpha drones landed just meters away from her in the sand dunes outside the half-sunken ziggurat, and Cassie swung the Q’Lot rifle around, only for them to sweep past her, heading for the nearest of the freed drones.

      Fa-Thump! Thump! It was an easy thing to take the enemy robots out as their backs were turned to Cassie, but it made her stumble as she wondered, Why didn’t they attack me?

      The protocol against killing them had to still be in place!

      “Irie!” she shouted suddenly. Their battle wasn’t progressing. If Irie had meant to fight their way clear to where the Mercury Blade was still moored, then it was failing. Alpha had multiple times more spider-drones than they did, and they were bogged down right outside the ziggurat.

      With the Alpha-vessel above… Her eyes caught sight of the great beast of alien technology that hovered over the ziggurat, its undercarriage wreathed in thunderclouds.

      The Alpha-vessel was massive. Larger than even an Armcore war cruiser. It was also strange to look at, with its large humped oval of a body like a snail shell at one end, and the protruding ‘snout’ of four thin towers like lances for a prow, encrusted with globular, almost organic forms. Cassandra knew that the thing also had three super-large solar sails that it used as ‘fans,’ but they were reefed tight to the thing’s body as it hovered gargantuanly over the battlefield.

      “What!?” Irie shouted back.

      “They’re not trying to kill us!” Cassandra said, swallowing nervously.

      Fa-THOOOM! An explosion threw the sand everywhere as one of the nearby spider-drones were destroyed. “You could have fooled me!” Irie screamed, rolling over the sand with the master drone at her side.

      “They’re not! Rear-guard action!” Cassie snapped at her, pointing instead to the distant form of the Mercury Blade where it hovered over the sands. Irie took a moment to look at the battle raging around them and realized the truth of what Cassie was suggesting. In just those few heartbeats, there were multiple opportunities for Alpha’s drones to direct their attacks against the Q’Lot, Argyle Trent, Cassandra Milan or herself, yet they didn’t.

      “You’re right,” Irie said, flicking her fingers through the holographic controls at her wrist several more times for the remaining emancipated drones to concentrate their attack into a tight wall on the other side of them. They would have to run for the Blade, but with the spider-drones concentrating on attacking the freed drones, Cassandra rather thought that it was the best chance they had.

      “Go!” Cassandra called, already starting to run as Argyle Trent and the Q’Lot instantly outpaced them, before stopping at the next dune to turn and fire back over Cassie and Irie’s heads.

      They ran, Cassandra’s feet being pulled at by the sand so that it felt like ten times the effort to get half as far if the surface had been solid rock. Behind them came the ever-increasing sound of explosions and rending metal.

      They were halfway there. Irie started to activate the Mercury’s engines remotely, and Cassandra saw the dull glow of the thrusters powering up—

      Fa-THOOOM!

      Suddenly, they were all lifted off their feet and Cassandra saw the thunderclouds and the edge of the Alpha-vessel against her vision, before a dizzying twist and she was slammed back down into the sand again, heavily.

      “Ugh…” She croaked and coughed, pushing herself up to her knees to see what had gone so terribly wrong…and if her limbs were all in the right place, it had to be said. Her limbs were just as they should be, but the sound of the battle had dulled to a low ringing in her ears.

      There, just behind her where the master drone had been that Irie had taken control of, was a ruined and blackened circle, decorated with twists and shreds of blackened metal.

      “The master drone!” Cassie gasped, before realizing what had happened to it. There was only one force in the nearby vicinity that could have precision-shot the master drone with such accuracy, and who had been able to work out just what Irie had done to empower them.

      Alpha. Cassandra looked up to see the ship starting to turn in minute degrees so that it was facing them. “Alpha worked out we were using a master/slave relationship, and it…” Cassandra was saying, as the last of the freedom-fighter drones crashed over to its side, its limbs twitching as it did so.

      Alpha had worked out that Irie’s bot was the master, and in taking it out with the precision-guided laser shot from the vessel itself—

      All of Irie’s drones had fallen uselessly away.

      Oh crap, Cassandra thought as Alpha’s own spider-drones immediately swarmed and leapt in the air towards them.

      “RUN!” Irie screamed, already hopping to her feet to get to her beloved Mercury Blade.

      “If you persist…” that same metallic voice rang out across the sky, amplified by all of the charging Alpha-drones. “I will be forced to destroy your ship.”

      “No!” Irie was the first to burst out, as Alpha’s drones leapt and catapulted their spinning bodies high and far over their heads, landing between them and the Mercury…

      No! Cassandra echoed. They had come so close, despite the odds. So. Drekking. Close.

      The Alpha spider-drones landed all around the ship in a haphazard oval, raising a selection of their wings to point directly at the Mercury Blade. Cassie wondered how many that she could take out before they did so much damage that the Blade would never fly again.

      “You can’t. You glorified drekking calculator, you can’t…” Irie had stumbled to her knees, helplessly watching the ring of spider-drones about to launch themselves at the Mercury Blade and literally tear it apart, panel by panel.

      “Qw3i-ckl-4^oh,” the Q’Lot jabbered, and even though Cassie couldn’t understand its strange speech, she thought that she knew perfectly well what it meant.

      “Yeah…” Cassie similarly slumped to her knees in the warm sand. “We’re screwed.”
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      “But… This is impossible…” Eliard whispered into the still air of the House Martin hallway.

      To say that he recognized where he stood would be a complete understatement. Eliard remembered running down this very hallway, holding a perfect replica of a T-Jet fighter aloft as he imagined the aerial battles he would one day take part in.

      The real battles had been nothing like what he had imagined at six years old. I had been a fool, back then… His thoughts turned darker as he also remembered his father, Lord General Martin—now long since deceased, passed away on his deathbed right upstairs, without his only son there to watch his final moments—storming through these halls, shouting loudly that his son had to train harder, study more, be better!

      The atrium hallway was one of the main arteries that crossed in front of the main reception hall, with two grand staircases at either end and doorways along its length leading out into Lady Martin’s courtyard.

      My mother. Eliard took a few steps across the pristine, glossy marble to the open arched doorways to see the fairly small courtyard that his mother had presided over all of his childhood life. There in the center was the fountain statue of the Martin Sea Eagle still standing prominent over its stone basin, but no water flowed and chimed from underneath it. There were still the collections of great basalt and granite bowls in which his mother had trained lavender and thyme, heathers and rare flowers, but now they were just barren pots of desiccated dirt. The gravel was still crushed white, still as immaculate as it had always been, but everything else had the look of something long forgotten.

      The doors, Eliard realized with a start. All of the computerized doorways were gone, ripped from their emplacements, leaving behind dangling wires. On the other side of the courtyard, the front terrace of the Martin Palace—which also formed the outer wall—had at its center a large, baroque-style vaulted archway inside of which should be two grand mahogany doors. These were seeded with conductors and sensors and energy field transmitters, of course—his father might have had a taste for the fine things in life, but he could never be called an idiot.

      And through the main doors… Eliard wavered a little on his feet. The view should be one of the winding, wide roadway that swept down sharply as it zigzagged across the broken hill to the capital city of Branton, which took its name from this home world of Branton 1, the home of the Martin Noble House.

      But the city was no more.

      “What the…” The young captain’s feet took him across the courtyard without thought, he didn’t even notice the crunch of his feet on the gravel, until he was standing just outside the front of the palace and looking down at what should be a prosperous, almost idyllic scene.

      The palace of the Noble House of Martin should have stood on the near crags of hills that surrounded the city of Branton on the coast of the great and wide seas. Behind the palace should be the lines of sharp-peaked mountains from which the Martin Sea Eagles and ospreys and raptors would fly. Branton 1 should have been a prosperous, wealthy Imperial Coalition city, sprawling past its original walled confines to form three further rings, interconnected with plasti-crete highways.

      Even though generations of Eliard’s family had passed strict ordinance rules to ensure that Branton and its surroundings maintained the look of some ancient Earth Mediterranean coastal city, it should still boast a dozen of the crystal-glass domes and spires that the younger and gaudier noble houses threw up all over their townships. Only a few gunmetal skybridges should be in existence, and the various tall lights of the harbor—stone towers rising and narrowing like spikes many hundreds of feet into the air—should constantly be flaring with ruddy navigation lights.

      But no more.

      Branton 1 lay in ruins. A tortured and intentional ruin as well. Eliard’s mind quickly moved from one broken district to another.

      The pirate captain had seen his fair share of battlefields—not as many as if he had stayed at Trevalyn Academy and been drafted as a captain in the Martin House Navy, granted, but enough to know that some terrible war had been waged against his home.

      But when? This didn’t make any sense! Martin shook his head. Where was his mother, Lady Martin? She had taken over the rulership of the noble house, naturally, upon his father’s death, and even though she had despaired and was deeply ashamed over her son’s abandonment of his noble heritage, she was the one of his parents he’d always had at least a grudging respect for.

      She should be here. Eliard’s mind started to panic. Unless…

      Alpha had defeated the Imperial Coalition Fleet. Wasn’t that what Ponos had told him back on the ice planet of Epsilon G3-ov? That Armcore and the noble houses had amassed to try and put an end to the Alpha-vessel, but Armcore had betrayed the rest of the Imperial noble houses and had instead sided with the hybrid machine intelligence.

      Had they attacked here after that? Eliard thought that the answer was obvious.

      At the time, the captain knew that he and the Mercury Blade had taken the ECN back to the Old Earth Coalition station, and then Alpha and Armcore had come after them as the Mercury Blade had rendezvoused with Cassandra Milan and her Q’Lot allies at the warp gate on Esther, intending to stop the flow of Valyien intelligence from whatever strange ab-dimension they now occupied into this one, and their puppet, the Alpha-vessel.

      Alpha must have sent some of the Armcore war cruisers here. Eliard gritted his teeth as he studied the wreckage of the city he used to play truant in, going to down and out mariner bars in an attempt to annoy his father, which wasn’t hard for Eliard, being who he was and the lord general being who he was.

      There were no crystal-glass domes anymore, only the shells of meter-thick composite glass, broken open and revealing nothing inside but debris and weeds.

      The sky bridges too had vanished except for spurs like bones sticking from a trauma victim. Other parts of Branton had seemingly been turned into a soup of crushed rock and metal—all of the individual lines of houses and narrow streets losing their distinctive pennants, trees, colors, and instead merging into an ochre, bland soup of tragedy.

      Circles. Impact craters, Eliard saw quickly. These areas of destruction were largely composed of various sizes of impact circles so large that they could only mean one thing: orbital bombardment.

      “Only Armcore and Alpha have the firepower to do that…” Eliard thought aloud, before remembering that the Alpha-vessel had been chasing them through warp, heading straight to Old Earth before being beaten back, returning with a fleet, and then warping after them again to Alpha.

      Could Alpha have so completely destroyed Branton during that time? Eliard wondered. Given the frenetic activity of the last forty-eight hours, he rather doubted that such a task was even in the hybrid Armcore-Valyien’s capabilities, as well as pacifying the entire Imperial Coalition at the same time.

      “No… This is more like something that Dane Tomas would do…” Eliard’s face felt hot with rage and he could feel his heartrate starting to pound in his chest.

      Dane Tomas was the CEO, Commander-in-Chief, and Senior of the Armcore industrial complex, inherited from his own father the old Senior Tomas just as Eliard should have inherited this world from his own father, Lord General Martin. Armcore was never supposed to make a direct attack against any noble house, let alone any of their home worlds, but the pirate captain was under no illusions about the murderous capacities of the current senior.

      He did just betray all of the noble houses and lead them to their deaths, after all.

      But still, as Eliard surveyed his corrupted inheritance, it was still hard to fathom how quickly all of this had happened. There were great swathes of blackened soot marks over entire districts as firestorms must have raged through the city, and the entire harbor wall facing the seas was down, with the near coastline not being the crash of white, slate-grey and blue coasts but instead a sluggish, brownish murk from all of the contaminants and debris that had washed into it.

      Eliard, apart from being young, fairly quick-witted, and entirely reckless, had a few other advantages to his name, and one was that he had been trained at least a little in strategy and martial arts as the heir to a noble house. His mind quickly informed him that in order for this orbital bombardment to take place, and to be successful, the Armcore force must have also breached the space hub’s defenses far above them, as well as neutralizing the forward defense stations on each of Branton’s two moons, and that the Armcore Fleet had to have overcome the field of ring-satellites that were even farther out that protected Branton space and the valuable shipping lanes.

      Each of these were conquests that a dedicated, highly-trained, and seriously-well equipped force could do of course, the pirate captain knew. He had himself run a dozen scenarios back in his youthful years at Trevalyn Academy where he had to work out the size of a force necessary to defend a noble house home world from invasion.

      But it would take time, he also knew. And word would get out.

      This looked as though it had happened so suddenly… He turned to look back at the palace before receiving his next shock of a lifetime.

      The mountains that had always stood behind the Martin Palace before eventually turning into craggy clifftops further north of its position were…different.

      “No. That is… That is impossible…” Eliard gasped for the second time since arriving here.

      The mountain range itself had taken a battering as if some ancient god-hand had swept out of the sky and brushed aside their tops in a fit of rage. The peaks that he was so used to seeing that he could remember them in his sleep—Eyrie, Traitor’s Pass, Storm—were now a collapsed wreckage of rocky landslides.

      “But… How?” Eliard couldn’t even begin to fathom the sort of destructive power that had been unleashed.

      Of course, Armcore could perform such terrible feats, but it would probably take more than one war cruiser to do it, wouldn’t it? And it would also be an entirely non-strategic and punitive move, unless all that Senior Tomas had wanted to do here was to kick at the bones of his enemies like a child in a tantrum.

      But something about all of this was scraping at the inside of Eliard’s skull. A gnawing realization that he knew was there, but for some reason didn’t want to surface.

      A massive orbital attack, he reasoned. Something that hadn’t happened since the bad old years of the House Wars…

      Looking between mutilated mountains and crushed city, Eliard realized all of a sudden what it was: the people.

      “Where is everyone?” He turned his eyes to scan the debris below in just the same manner as one of the eagles that were his family’s crest. All of this had to have happened in the past forty-eight hours, but where had all the people gone? He couldn’t see signs of any movement in the wreckage. None. Nada. Zilch.

      “No one can evacuate that fast,” Eliard said with conviction. Even with the best of planning, Eliard was trained enough to know that no matter how tight the security and emergency protocols, an attack against a city of Branton’s size would always leave refugees behind. It was a sad fact, but it was one that anyone with strategy and tactical experience knew. There were simply too many people in an urban center as large as Branton for there not to be some left behind—perhaps they were the ones who refused to leave their homes, or the last of the city defense staff, or the various mercenaries, looters, and criminal underbelly who always tried to profit from such storms of history.

      And yet Eliard could see no one. At all.

      All in forty-eight hours? Seventy-two? If Eliard wasn’t looking at the evidence with his own two eyes, then he quite simply wouldn’t believe it. He was caught between going down into the city itself or back to the palace, but a shiver through his limbs reminded him what he needed right now, more than anything.

      I need food. And water. And medical attention.

      One thing that Eliard could say in favor of his austere family was that even though they were one of the most prestigious, his father had always insisted that the Martin Palace be stockpiled as if at any time they were about to endure a siege or some other sort of disaster.

      ‘We may look strong, but in fact, all of the home worlds are vulnerable!’ Eliard clearly remembered his father lecturing him at some forgotten stage.

      “Clearly.” Eliard thought of the vacant and disheveled Branton behind him as he walked through the empty arches back into his mother’s courtyard.

      ‘We may have warp drives. We may have faster-than-light communication through the data-space, but still… We must never forget that a few hundred thousand, thousands of thousands, in some cases, million leagues separate the Imperial Coalition worlds.’

      Eliard reflected that his father was perhaps the most warlike person that he had ever had the misfortune of knowing. Not warlike in the way that the Duergar were warlike—that large, troll-like alien species with their shovel-heads and tusks and bodies that were almost double the width of even the widest human—but warlike in the way that everything had been a battle, a strategy, to the lord general.

      His father had impressed upon Eliard the fragility of humanity, and importance of the noble houses—and of course House Martin in particular—in keeping the Imperial Coalition and humanity together. Eliard had grown up with the sense that at any time, the Imperial Coalition might break apart or that some new threat would wipe out their wonderful technologies, leaving each of the outposts of humanity vulnerable and alone.

      Which was why the old lord general had insisted on a limit to machine intelligence on Branton, not even owning a house intelligence worthy of the self-aware name. Instead, the lord general had ensured that his people were reliable and tough, and that they knew how to toil and survive with their own labors.

      Which meant that the medical suite would be next to useless, as well! Eliard grumbled as he turned once in the atrium and took the stone steps up to the next level of the building, where a host of service quarters should be stationed: cleaning rooms, wash rooms, medical suites, and workshops.

      His father had been so insistent on this tough legacy of self-reliance that he had even banned genetic aging treatments on Branton, insisting that while the other noble houses, like the Selazars, could pretend to live forever, the Martins would have no such truck with their ghoulish customs.

      Which is probably why you died on one these medical gurneys instead of having the nanobots injected that would have remade your body, you old fool! Eliard thought as he swept onto the corridor containing the medical facilities. Not that Eliard was any great fan of the nano-genetic therapies—there was something in him that was grudgingly proud of the fact that his body was still his own—but he shied away from giving his father the benefit of that biological pride.

      This corridor was just as ruinous as the rest of the palace, Eliard saw as soon as his boots stepped onto the still-glossy white-marble floors. The upper atrium, as this corridor was known, was marked by the windows overlooking the courtyard on one side, while on the other were the arched doorways that led into various bays and rooms. In each case, once again, the metal doorways had been ripped from their emplacements and had vanished, leaving nothing but wires and connector ports.

      “Why would anyone loot all the doors in this place?” Eliard almost laughed, it was such a ridiculous observation. But it was a queasy sort of humor, pointing at something that he didn’t understand. Not yet.

      The first room was a wash room, without its door but still with its cerulean blue and pastel tiles, and—

      The washing unit had been ripped from the wall, and its sleek white plastic shell was in pieces on the floor, exposing its innards of rubber and copper tubing, and electronic controls, all smashed.

      “Weird.”

      Eliard moved to the next room, which should have been the first of the medical bays, complete with automated diagnostic machines and drone-surgeons that could treat almost any malady that affected the human body. In here he hoped that even if the electrics were down on this ruined world he would be able to find emergency medical supplies—energy and protein packs, stimulant injectors, liquids, everything that his aching body needed right now.

      “And then all I have to do is find a ship off this planet, and jump back to Esther…” Eliard was almost feeling, if not hopeful, like he might have a direction to go in.

      But he stopped dead when he saw the wreckage of this room. The computer bed was smashed and mangled beyond repair as if a team of drone laborers had taken their claw arms and vice attachments to it, mercilessly. The diagnostic computer interface that should have been on the wall was ripped from its seat like a tooth from a jaw and smashed into a hundred pieces. The cupboards were ripped open and ransacked.

      But it wasn’t even this insult that affected Eliard the most. It was the fact that the criminals behind the sabotage had left him a message.

      There, scrawled on the wall in dried red spray paint—its ends had dribbled into long streams of red lines, like blood—were two simple words.

      It Watches.

      Eliard read the words, then read them again, his eyes skirting away from the final glyph of the sentence: a badly-sprayed equilateral triangle, with the single, fuzzy dot of an eye in the middle.

      That is the symbol of Ponos, the captain knew, because he had stared and glared and snarled at that very image a hundred times over the past few cycles, but the image had not been made out of paint but out of living metal, crystal-glass, and LEDs. It was the eye in the triangle configuration that Ponos the Armcore Intelligence had always used and kept as its essential feature throughout the many mecha-changes that Eliard had seen it take on.

      Is this a message? A warning? A threat?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Cassandra’s Apologies

          

        

      

    

    
      The craft announced itself through the roar of thrusters and landing rockets, sending a billowing haze of sand over the assembled faces of Cassandra Milan, Irie Hanson, the mutant Argyle Trent, and the Q’Lot.

      This time, Cassie bared her teeth in frustration. The Alpha-vessel had wasted no time in sending a force against them that wouldn’t fall prey to Irie Hanson’s genius plans.

      The craft was a sleek Armcore courier ship—black gleaming metal with red and orange banding, with four-part ‘dragonfly’ wings that she watched fold back in on itself as the nosecone rose and the belly extended landing feet. Beyond it, the army of Alpha’s spider-drones still stood as motionless as if Irie had turned off all of their transmitters, with their ‘leg’ arms tensed, ready to leap onto the Mercury Blade and tear it apart.

      And without that ship, there’s nothing we can do, Cassandra Milan considered, looking over to the tall Q’Lot alien beside her.

      “What about your ship? Your mothership?” she hissed at it. When she had been ‘killed’ on the deep-space Armcore research station, it was that strange Q’Lot ship that gleamed and glittered like a star, looking physically like a bracket of white coral, that had saved her, and which had brought her and the once-human Argyle Trent here.

      “Ydf,” the Q’Lot said in its strangely musical wail, and the House Archival agent wondered if that was as close to a shrug or a swearword that the Q’Lot knew how to produce. It didn’t sound very positive, anyway. Did that mean that the Q’Lot beside me knows that its mothership has been destroyed by Alpha? Can it communicate with its people somehow?

      Another hiss of servo motors and the landing bridge of the Armcore courier crunched to the bleached sands below, and a moment later, a troop of Armcore guards in full heavy tactical gear marched down the ramp towards them. They looked half like some strange mechanical beetle themselves, Cassandra had the time to reason as they crossed the sand. More robot than human with their wide poly-metal collars and heavy shoulder pads, back and breast plates. Each one held a heavy rifle slung in front of them, and the agent couldn’t stop seeing all of the other items of weaponry that either hung in place from their suit or else clearly waited inside weapon pods.

      “I don’t suppose you got a Frequency Disruptor for humans, do you?” Cassandra managed to say to the morose Irie Hanson on her other side, who merely grunted as she continued to stare at the Mercury Blade.

      Cassandra instead turned back to the approaching guards in front of her. There has to be a way out of this. Her House Archival training kicked in. There are always possibilities, even outlandish ones. Just think! Analyze!

      Alpha wanted them alive. Or else it would have killed them already.

      Alpha was spending a vast amount of resources here when it could easily have spent them trying to overcome Old Earth’s defenses.

      What do we have that Alpha wants!? She wracked her brain as the guards reached her and shuffled with almost-perfect military precision. Cassandra’s eyes flickered over their half-faces still visible on the lower half of their visors. Grim, clean-shaven men and purse-lipped women. The top-range soldiers of Armcore one and all, she thought dismally.

      But then one of the faces twitched. A slight tick at the corner of a mouth.

      The thing with a house agent is that depending upon their house, they can have many different specialties suited to the aims and demeanor of that group of nobles, its place within the hierarchical ladder of the Imperial Coalition, and what they hope to achieve. An agent (such an amorphous job title) was always, however, those students who were particularly gifted enough in early training to be able to turn their hand to most any tasks that the said noble house needed.

      It was this versatility that had marked Cassandra Milan out from her brothers and sisters in the Training Libraries of House Archival, and what had seen her studying a myriad of skills from hand-to-hand combat and battle-field surgery, to politics and science.

      House Archival in particular had a very strange class of agent in their stables. They were, on the face of it, one of the most inoffensive houses in the entire Imperial Coalition—a bunch of stuffy academics and scholars who did nothing more than reread, catalogue, and study the past.

      Which was precisely the sort of image that House Archival wanted to portray to the rest of the Imperial Coalition.

      In fact, House Archival was one of the most influential of the noble houses—perhaps the most influential when considering their access to their super-house intelligence, unimaginatively named Archival.

      House Archival was the memory of humanity, and as such, it had also self-appointed itself as its guardian as well.

      Whereas other houses, such as Selazar, Xing, and Delacourt, streamlined their agents into overtly specific roles—diplomats, spies, emergency-disaster managers and so on—House Archival gave their agents only one mission parameter: to study everything that they needed to know in order to secure, acquire, and defend that information until it found its way to be stored in Archival’s memory servers, where it would then be pored over and dissected by the scholars and the house intelligence itself.

      As such, House Archival agents were experts at survival and exploration, often traveling far and wide across the Coalition just to record a singular piece of data. And they were often some of the best negotiators in the business. All of which was just a very fancy way of saying spy.

      Cassandra Milan knew how to tease information out of people who didn’t know that they were being used as informants just like she knew how to defend herself and speak a dizzying number of languages. A part of these skills was being able to study a person’s physical movements and unconscious gestures, or ‘tells,’ to read information about them that they might not otherwise want to give away.

      They’re nervous, Cassandra noted, seeing at least two more of the Armcore heavy tactical guards display similar signs: tight lips, an unsteady swallow. Added to the fact that their military formation had been a little irregular—a few at the back had taken a micro-second to fall in perfectly—and Cassandra knew that this complement of human guards had something on their mind.

      Armcore’s heavy tactical were supposed to be the best at what they did, perhaps second only to the senior’s own private tactical guard, Cassandra thought. She swept her glance back over them once again, this time really studying the way they stood, their half-facial expressions in the manner that she had been taught to.

      Several at the back had strayed out of the perfect line formation just a little, turning their shoulders so that the plane of their body covered the nearby spider-drones, as well. Some more had their heads just slightly turned to one side.

      The human blind-spot is a cone spreading backward from behind the ears, Cassandra knew. It was the one place where humans had not risen above their animal evolutionary tendencies. Any sound, noise, or threat coming from those two ‘danger points’ would increase the human brain’s anxiety and fight-or-flight response a hundredfold.

      And what was in that cone of danger that these human animals were trying to compensate for? Cassandra turned her head.

      It was, of course, the Alpha-vessel.

      Although she was aware that it wasn’t really an astounding discovery to state that these mere mortals were terrified of the hybrid ancient Valyien and Armcore battle intelligence that hovered behind them like a brooding thunderstorm, it was a revelation that Cassandra seized on all the same.

      These humans are scared of Alpha. That might mean that they don’t want the same things as it does… She hoped fervently. That might be a piece of information she could exploit.

      “You’re to drop all of your weapons and come with us,” barked the shortest and fiercest of the Armcore guards right in front of them, his heavy rifle lowered to cover their kneeling bodies.

      Alpha doesn’t want us dead, Cassie told herself as she took a deep breath. “And what if we don’t?” Cassandra said.

      Fa-THOW! What happened next shocked even Cassandra. The guard in front of her very, very calmly and efficiently angled his heavy rifle and nonchalantly shot the mutant Argyle Trent through the head.

      “NO!” Cassandra was already on her feet and raising her own strange Q’Lot gun, just as one of the Armcore guards just as calmly stepped forward and broadsided her face with the butt of his own rifle.

      It hurt. A lot.

      Cassandra fell to one side, dropping her weapon as there was a jabbering wail from the full Q’Lot at the end of the line and Irie Hanson was already on her feet and swearing.

      Thump! More sick, heavy sounds of blows from the guards, and there were far too many of them for Cassandra, Irie, and the Q’Lot to resist. Within moments, Cassandra had been kicked to the sand and rolled over onto her front, with the heavy shell of a plasti-crete kneepad pressed into her back.

      “Get off me!” she spat into the sand.

      “You going to come quietly?” She heard the same tones of the short, angered Armcore guard behind and above her who had shot Argyle Trent in the head. From where she lay, Cassandra could see the mutant’s stilled body a little way away, and not even looking rested or peaceful at all. He was as dead as dead.

      Cassandra growled into the sand, but she did indeed stop struggling.

      “Why did you do that?” she coughed into the sand, aware of its harsh grit between her teeth. “He wasn’t a threat to you!” She was aware that she had grown almost friendly with the mutated human scientist during her travel with the Q’Lot. Not that Trent could talk anymore, or had shown her much of any consideration, but when she had first met him, she thought Trent a monster, then she had realized that he was just another human like her—a scientist who had injected himself with the same stuff that Cassie had flowing in her veins in order to survive, but in whom the evolutionary changes had been massive.

      I had that blue-scale virus put in me, she thought once again. Eliard had used it as a last resort, then had been convinced that it had killed her.

      Why didn’t I mutate like Argyle Trent? The House Archival agent had thought this many times over. Maybe she had just been lucky. Or maybe it was something that the Q’Lot had done to her body during their rescue.

      But still, despite all of this strangeness, during her last few cycles spent with the silent mutant, Cassandra had come to think of him as a version of her that she could have been, or still could become, and it had been important to her to know that there was something human left inside of him. She hoped.

      “My orders are to bring you and the big fella specifically. Looks like I still got one more shot for the dumpy woman over there if you pull any funny business,” the guard growled as he snapped a magnetic lock over her wrists and dragged her backwards, rolling over the sand before hauling her to her feet.

      “Don’t you touch Irie…” Cassandra said in a low, deadly voice as she looked into the man’s small features.

      “Looks like you had better start cooperating then, doesn’t it?” the guard responded, nodding to the other guards. “You got them secured?”

      Cassandra followed the man’s nod to see that Irie was similarly bound with her hands behind her back and held by two Armcore guards on either side of her, still swearing and cursing, and with the ruddy mark that looked to be the beginnings of a bruise on one of their jawlines.

      The Q’Lot, however, was still unsecured and instead was lying on its back on the sand with at least five Armcore guards kneeling on it and pressing their heavy rifles directly against its dirtied robes. It was too big for the magnetic cuffs, Cassandra saw in a moment, and was forced to wait and watch as the guards instead used poly-filament wire to loop over both sets of arms and its legs before hauling it between all five of them like a hunting trophy.

      “We have him now, sir!” shouted one of the Armcore guards.

      “Good. We ship out,” Cassandra’s captor barked, before delivering a cruel kick to the side of Cassie’s legs, making her stumble on the sand. “Get moving,” he snapped. “Up the ramp and into the courier, double-time now, sharp!”

      “I’m not one of your damn soldiers,” Cassie muttered, but did still stumble across the sands towards the waiting landing bridge of the sleek black Armcore courier, as Irie was pushed behind her into line, and the Q’Lot last of all.

      “I’m sorry…” Cassandra managed to mutter towards the foul-mouthed and even fouler-tempered Irie as they stumbled and jogged, but Irie said nothing.

      I’m sorry I got it so wrong, the House Archival agent was thinking. I thought that the humans were scared of Alpha. I thought that they wanted something different from Alpha.

      It had turned out that the Armcore soldiers had wanted something different than Alpha, and that was less passengers to carry up to see their new master.

      And behind them, the corpse of Argyle Trent was silent on the hot Esther sands.
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      The pirate captain didn’t manage to find the things that his body needed—thanks, no doubt, to the trashed state of the medical suites—but in a short time, he had managed to find some old service rations stashed in one of the many storage lockers his father had dotted around the palace and some filtered water.

      Which was annoying, because what he really craved was some painkillers or stimulant cream for the shivers of pain that still swept through his body—either from his impossible warp jump or from the Device slowly eating up his bodily resources, he didn’t know.

      As it was, however, the food and the water went a long way in restoring his faith in himself. He even found himself stirring awake, half-wrapped in one of the Martin tapestries—eagles flying over some sea ship somewhere, machine embroidered in the finest of detail—and feeling a little more rested, but not particularly happy.

      I fell asleep!? He struggled out of the heavy tapestry and flung it to one side. I’ve got no time to sleep! He had to get back to Esther. He had to get back to Cassie, and the others.

      Which meant that he had to find a ship.

      Making his way through the deserted corridors of his childhood home, his feet led him down the quickest paths to his new destination even though his mind was full of memories.

      Here was where he had a blazing row with his father about going to Trevalyn Academy. He hadn’t wanted to, preferring instead to spend his time taking part in the illegal jet races that screamed their way across the deep canyons and plains of Branton’s wilds.

      This window was where he had first caught eyes on the elegant flight of space-yachts when he had only been about five. The image of their long nose prows and their twin-hulls was imprinted on his memory, as he remembered seeing how sleek and graceful they were. The three vessels flew in a wing formation as they came screaming out of the distant atmosphere, shedding clouds and flames at first so they looked like comets or meteors come to earth… And then they had slowed, raising their sharp noses as they lowered, turning in a wide arc over the bay that the city sat around and sending up furrows in the water as they sped to the landing ports.

      Eliard didn’t remember who the yachts had belonged to—probably some other diplomat from an allied noble house, or a trade delegation of some kind—but he remembered seeing them and thinking: Wow. All that speed, and power. All that freedom.

      That night, he remembered that he had rabbited excitedly at his mother over dinner, who had appeared tense and distracted through most of it. I made up stories of where they had been and what they had seen. Eliard half-smirked to himself, thinking of how young he had been.

      Have they seen the Eta Carina Nebula up close? he had asked. The Eagle Nebula? The Swainson Black Hole? The Helion generator?

      His mother had been preoccupied, but she’d done her best to pacify her excitable child.

      And then she had said the thing that made me, Eliard thought.

      ‘Eliard, if you’re really determined about knowing all this stuff, then why don’t you see it for yourself?’ Looking back at the conversation now as a young man, Eliard rather thought that his mother had finally lost her patience with her restless and reckless son, but at the time, he remembered thinking that those words weren’t a challenge but an opportunity.

      ‘The stars are ours, Eliard,’ his mother had explained, making a quick gesture over her head. ‘Anything you can dream of, and far more that you can’t, is up there.’

      ‘The stars are ours.’ Eliard now wondered if his mother had been trying to tell him that there was no hurry, but it was that second bit of the conversation that had really intrigued him. Far more than he could dream of. Now that was a challenge, because the excitable Eliard could already dream of quite a lot.

      “But I had never in my wildest dreams imagined anything like the crap I am in right now.” Eliard’s mind soured, shaking his head from the image of the bay outside the city as he once again saw the ruined craters and collapsed buildings. He wondered where his mother was, and he tried not to think of the inevitable conclusion.

      “The stables.” Eliard turned abruptly on his heel and took the stairs that led out of the more official rooms and apartments of the palace, and into the more workaday areas.

      This section, the rear of the Martin Palace, was split onto lower terraced levels, with different halls given over to gymnasiums, laboratories, and engineering workshops.

      All of which were totaled. Eliard growled as his booted feet crunched on machine components. Once again, it was the exercise machines and the doors and every seeming bit of drone manufacture that had been demolished by someone. It was unsurprising that it was the workshops and the laboratories that seemed to be the worst affected, a sea of twisted and shattered debris that could once have been computers or drones or production machines…or anything, really.

      Again, the walls of what had once been a workshop declared the same message:

      It Watches… Sitting next to the same Ponos eye in the triangle.

      “This is starting to give me the creeps…” Eliard muttered, thinking that he just wanted to be out of here as soon as possible. He turned hurriedly away from the workshops and took the steps that went past a sculpted garden, down to where his father’s stables sat.
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      The House Martin stables were an affectation really, or a hobby, Eliard considered. Set below the main building of the palace and with the outer wall running along the top, they were a series of stone arches built into the side of a cliff that overlooked the rolling foothills of the mountains behind the city of Branton. A wide, gravel-crunched driveway led to a cut-in set of double-doors, unsurprisingly ripped from their moorings, that were wide enough for the flatbed service drones to pass in and out of to load and repair the elite craft that Eliard’s father had collected.

      Drekk. Eliard paused as he looked out across the view that the entrance to the stables should have afforded him. Instead of the rolling foothills with its blanket of grasses and heathers, studded with the gnarled stands of Mediterranean trees, he was looking at a vast landslip from the impacted mountains behind.

      I used to roar out of here as if all of the hounds of the void were after me. Eliard remembered the thrill of forcing whatever craft he could beg, borrow, or joyride from his father to leap out over the cliff—that dizzying, gut-wrenching moment of gravity as the craft’s belly fell towards the hills below, then the triumphant kick of the engines as they roared out across the distant plains, burning and tearing the air as they moved.

      Now, however, he was looking at what looked to be the after-effects of an earthquake underneath the cliffs of the stables. The mountainside was broken into drifts of rubble and scree, churned and ugly. Gone were the joys of his youth.

      “Just so long as there is a damn ship inside there…” he grumbled to himself as he moved on quicker feet into the darkened, vaulted hallways. The lights should have automatically come on as he entered, but the pirate was unsurprised when no electric overheads or gleaming LEDs met his pace along the paths that moved from one bay to another.

      What he was surprised about, however, was the fact that most of the bays were empty.

      My father had almost thirty elite and collectible craft in here at one time. Eliard felt the pang of loss as he moved past one empty stall after another. Each ‘stall’ was the size of a small house, with gantries, moorings, and loading arms that would secure the ships in place and allow the pilots to enter.

      However, just as in the main palace itself, every bit of automated machinery was rent and mangled horribly out of shape.

      “This isn’t the work of looters,” Eliard realized—he might have been quick-witted, but he was a slow learner—as he passed one empty stall to the next.

      He had been under the impression that in the aftermath of whatever had attacked his home world, perhaps some raiders or looters had made planetfall, and after finding little of value, they had decided to take whatever scrap that they could find. However, in these prized stables of his father—the very place that had once been home to the Mercury Blade itself—Eliard saw that there was still loads of spare metal in the form of the wrecked infrastructure.

      “I mean, if you’re just interested in scrap value,” Eliard reasoned to himself as his boots echoed in the silence, “and you’re already willing to take drekking doors off of their hinges, then the scrap value in here alone would be worth thousands of Imperial Coalition credits…”

      Which meant that these weren’t looted. The pirate captain stopped in place. They were vandalized.

      A systematic vandalization of every bit of machinery in the Martin Palace…

      And only the automated machinery…

      A suspicion started to form at the back of Eliard’s mind, but one that even his own subconscious didn’t want to admit to him yet. It Watches…

      He took up his pace once again, moving away from the strangeness of all this as he concentrated on what he needed to do, not what might have happened. He mourned the loss of the ancient collectible Viper-craft that his father had a full set of, as well as the Eagle, a tri-hulled craft that had been presented to Lord Martin as a gift for some successful peace treaty or something.

      Ships had been my father’s life… Eliard thought with a shiver of embarrassment. He felt embarrassed because it was the same for him, too. Did that mean that he was more like his father than he cared to admit?

      I wonder where the Mercury is right now? Eliard felt what could only be described as heartbreak and longing for the stolen craft that had been his and Irie Hanson’s home for all the years since he had last left this world.

      He was, in fact, so deep into his morose thoughts that he almost walked straight past the one thing that he was looking for: a humped shape at the far corner of the stables, alongside other shapes covered in tarpaulins.

      “Hang on a minute…” The captain rushed over to the shapes, and the Device turned into a cruelly-curved knife to allow him to slice through the tethering straps with ease. It looked like the vandals had either missed these shapes back here in the occluded dark, or perhaps they hadn’t been interested in the modular parts of the craft that Eliard exposed.

      A drekking, stars-damned kit-craft! Eliard whooped in joy, looking pleased once he had cut through and dragged the tarps from their forms.

      His father had been an avid collector of the elite, unique, and collectible spacecraft, usually only 4-8 men size. The Mercury Blade had been the one exception, as a larger and more powerful racer that could be piloted by one person but could comfortably carry twenty. Into these categories, the lord general also included the most expensive, one-off designs of kit-craft: modular space and aerial vehicles that were somewhere between drones and full spaceships, designed to be ultimately flexible and changeable to ensure that you could create the unique vessel to your needs.

      “A two-person Aeon Design…” Eliard walked around the various components, pleased with what he saw.

      The Aeons were considered one of the top models in their range, which meant that it had all of the latest and updated systems. Nano-mechanization meant that systems that had taken up valuable space had been miniaturized, which also had a knock-on positive effect on the energy use—thus freeing more of the engine’s capacities for other things, such as navigation or warp.

      And the thing has a small warp drive! Eliard cackled with glee. It was only large enough to make small hops, designed for inner-system use really, but Eliard knew that it would get him up into the void above his ruined home world, and from there, he would either be able to make multiple small jumps to where he needed to go, or at least take him to the next nearest place to hitch or steal another ride.

      The body of the Aeon was nothing much more than a large cigar-shape, about six times the length of Eliard’s body, and only a little over his head height. It was designed as a small, fast courier in between stations in a singular solar system, with space enough inside to lie or sit down at the controls and that would be about it.

      On the floor around it were other, smaller components. Eliard saw the three contained valves that, when hooked up to the thing’s outer chassis and powered, would together form the strength of a singular warp core.

      “If only there were some more of those lying about,” he thought aloud. If he found five or six of the plasma-valves, then he might be able to even use this tiny craft to jump all the way to Esther in one shot, but no such luck.

      Not that I am going to beg or borrow bad luck… The pirate started working feverishly. The Aeon had flight and void and space capability. That was good enough for him.

      With his newfound confidence, the pirate jogged here and there across the stables, finding at last a small mechanical loading trolley without any computerized parts that was little more than a lever on wheels, which he used to maneuver the awkward and heavy plasma valves into place. It was tiring work, but Eliard didn’t stop until he was sure that he had all three in their correct positions, and with the appropriate wires and hoses in all of the appropriate places.

      “Stars, I wish I had Irie here right about now.” Eliard finally lounged back against the stone walls of the stables and took a deep breath. It was darker in here than it had been before as night had fallen over the Martin home world.

      A day. I’ve been here a whole drekking day! Eliard grimaced, cursing his slow progress. Maybe he should have tried to go back to the warp gate that he had found underneath the palace, but no.

      The pirate captain shivered where he sat, although his body was still warm from all of the heaving and scrambling that he had been doing for the last couple of hours.

      It was the thought of that warp gate, the way that he had got here. Somehow.

      It shouldn’t be there… He stared out of the nearest large archway opening to the glitter of the Branton stars appearing in the murky blue outside. It wasn’t that he knew what should or shouldn’t have been down that forgotten stairwell and corridor in his own home. He dimly remembered that had just been one more of the many permanently locked and restricted doors that he, as an irresponsible youth to the lord general, had never been given the access codes to. It was something that he was used to, given his austere upbringing.

      “But why didn’t Father at least say that we had one of those Valyien warp gate things right there underneath the palace?” Eliard shook his head as he shivered once more. The very thought of it being there all the time through his childhood, pregnant with whatever strange ab-dimension and plasma forces that the Valyien had access to, made him wince.

      Maybe his father hadn’t known it was even there… He considered. Impossible. But it was certainly older than the palace was, as it had been a cavern of rock that was deeper and older than the corridor it had broken into.

      And the corridor had been back-filled with rubble, Eliard thought. Maybe his father really hadn’t known that it was down there, but that some much earlier generation of Martin had discovered it and decided to block it off?

      “Well, moping about my dead ancestors won’t do anything to save my friends now…” Eliard said as he forcefully turned his mind away from even considering attempting to use the warp gate again.

      For one, it had been a horrible, nightmarish experience. He had felt his body disintegrating, and after it was over, he was sure now that he had been as close to collapse and death as it was possible to be for a human.

      And for another thing… Eliard argued to convince himself. I have no idea how to operate it. It certainly wasn’t glowing with that stable or not-stable warp light that he had seen from the larger gate on Esther. Maybe it was a one-way journey?

      But why here? His thoughts pricked at him, but he refused to acknowledge them.

      Esther. Cassie. Irie. The Mercury. He turned back to the Aeon craft to climb up one of the outer ladders and winch open the outer porthole seal.

      Creeeeak! The metal protested but gave way, revealing the thick rubber and plasti-crete seals that kept the boat pressurized. Dropping himself in, Eliard found that the insides were just as he had expected: a narrow cylindrical tunnel that he had to hunch down in to clamber through, with sleek inset instrumentation along the interior walls. No bunkbeds or canteens or medical bays or cargo holds or even washing facilities for this tiny boat, as its purpose was so specific.

      People weren’t meant to be in here for longer than forty minutes or so, Eliard thought as he sat down at the ‘head’ of the craft in a low-slung chair and pulled on the ship’s wheel to position it in front of him.

      “Computer?” Eliard said, before realizing that the thing hadn’t been in the automatic standby mode of resting intelligence. No, he would have to do all of this manually. Which meant he had to climb outside and physically release the plasma from the warp valves so that tiny, almost atomic pieces would be drip-fed into the conduction tubes, which would then create a faster and faster reaction as electrons and protons sped around in a miniaturized particle-accelerator before smashing together to produce the energy that the ship needed.

      It was a lengthy process—and it was also a pain in the butt, the captain thought—but he still got up out of his seat and crabbed and scrabbled back to the singular porthole, released the door winch to break the air seal, and wound the porthole open to once again clamber out, and along the body to the first of the plasma valves.

      Not for the first time in this journey, Eliard wished that Irie was here as he used the low LED lights of his own still barely-intact encounter suit to determine which of the nozzles and valves he had to move, push, or twist.

      She would have already figured out a way to make this tiny boat go ten times faster on half as much energy…  Eliard admitted, checking and rechecking that he had the right procedure in place. The pirate captain was no engineer, and barely a mechanic at the best of times, but growing up in the Martin Palace had at least instilled in him a passion for spacecraft, which luckily meant that he could identify his plasma conduction cabling from his water coolant hose.

      “Okay, my beauty…” Eliard whispered to it as he worked, releasing the stabilizers and correcting the flow with the small dials on the first warp valve before putting the cover plate back on and screwing it back into place, then moving to the second.

      Whub-whub-whub… There was a rhythmic whirr and chug of forces moving around the vessel as Eliard moved to the second warp valve, unscrewed the cover plate and did the same procedure. Once he had all three valves feeding into the particle accelerator, there should be enough power for the computer to boot up and take over the process automatically, he knew.

      Clank! He finished the second and moved, finally, over to the third, working quickly as he wanted to get out of here as soon as he could.

      “YOU! Halt right there or I’ll shoot!” a voice boomed out of the dark.
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      The Armcore guards were surly and nervous throughout the short journey from Esther, Cassandra Milan noted, but she was too mired in her misery to be able to use her analytical skills much beyond that point.

      The cruiser was cramped, and the prisoners were wedged in with guards on either side of them, so tight that it was almost impossible for Cassandra to even move her elbows. Everyone was frowning, and no one looked impressed.

      Least of all Irie… Cassandra’s gaze moved to the downcast Chief Engineer of the Mercury Blade across from her. She hadn’t said two words to anyone and had barely grunted at the guards when they had shoved and pushed her into her seat beside them.

      I’ve failed everyone, Cassandra thought, and her heart panged with sympathy when she looked at the final prisoner onboard, the tall Q’Lot, hunched over in its comparatively tiny human-sized seat so that its head was bent over its chest to avoid scraping the ceiling. The thing had poly-filament wires strapped across it everywhere, from ankles to shoulders, around thighs, and across the wrists and forearms of the creature’s more humanoid upper arms. Even its smaller midriff praying mantis arms had been lashed together in an uncomfortable-looking embrace. At some point during the altercation, the being’s large blue bubble helmet had been stripped or wrenched from its body, and now their tentacles hung down from their face, quivering and twitching in constant, febrile movement.

      Cassandra couldn’t be sure, as she was no expert on alien biology, but the thing looked sick. Did it need its own special supply of atmosphere when outside of its mothership? Or water, or whatever it was these strange and regal things breathed? She remembered seeing many such Q’Lot during her time on board the mothership with the mutant Argyle Trent, but at no time had she noticed them wearing their bubble helmets, or had she noticed anything different about the taste of the air on board the ship to standard human normal.

      But it had been a very weird, dreamy time on board, she had to admit to herself. Who knew what the Q’Lot biological technologies were capable of in their own vessels? Or of what they needed when outside?

      One depressed and cantankerous engineer, Cassandra listed her possible resources, and one perhaps weakened, maybe even dying, alien species that I know next to nothing about.

      Wonderful.

      The vessel around them juddered and shook, and Cassandra saw several of the guards look at the little man who was clearly their captain.

      “Easy there, boys and girls. This is all the senior’s orders.” He nodded, which was when Cassandra realized that no one was piloting the craft. These Armcore guards wouldn’t be so jittery with one of their own behind the wheel, so it must have been the Alpha-vessel itself operating the craft. Which meant that the thumps and grinds that they had just heard…were us docking with the Alpha-vessel itself. Cassandra swallowed nervously.

      The Armcore ship stopped moving, and many of the guards clutched at their heavy rifles a little protectively. Their Senior Tomas might have ordered this alliance, but the grunts don’t like it, Cassandra noted, filing away that information for later. As well they shouldn’t, she thought. They had fired upon Imperial Coalition noble houses at the behest of a strange alien-haunted mechanical intelligence that no one, perhaps not even Ponos, could hope to understand.

      Hisssss! There was a sudden blast of air that made several guards jump, and Irie look up wearily to where the docking door was opening to reveal the innards of the Alpha-vessel.

      I hadn’t expected it to have corridors. Cassie looked out with an archivist’s mind. For some reason, she had assumed that the Alpha-vessel, the housing unit of the machine intelligence, wouldn’t have such humanoid things as corridors and bulkhead doors. Why would it, if it didn’t need a crew?

      And yet it has got a crew. Cassie saw a shape emerge through the steam. It was an adapted form of one of the spider-drones, using four of its linked-metal legs to flow smoothly to the top of the ramp while several others moved languorously in the air around its body-head. It didn’t appear to have any front or back per se, although its body did glitter with flashing diodes every now and again.

      “The passengers are to come with me. They will need to be able to walk.” The cultured voice of the Alpha-vessel emanated from the bot, wearing the drone like it was a glove as it started to flow backwards down the ramp.

      The Armcore guards hesitated for just a moment, but the captain cleared his throat.

      Nervously? Cassandra wondered.

      “Right then, you heard it. Get those ankle cuffs and ties loose and let the machine have ‘em. Good riddance, I say,” the captain said, and Cassandra felt rough hands shoving her to her feet and unlocking her pained ankles, leaving her wrists tied. The Q’Lot fared little better, as the soldiers left its thigh ties on but allowed it to shuffle awkwardly in baby steps.

      “Gerr’ off!” Irie kicked at one of the guards as soon as she was free, but before any altercation could break out, the threesome was being shoved out of the door and down the ramp after Alpha’s meet-and-greet spider-drone. No sooner had they set foot inside the Alpha-vessel’s strange corridors then there was another hiss of steam and the heavy clank as the pressurized doors were locked behind them. Cassandra felt a deep rumbling through this part of the vessel as, presumably, Alpha sent its biological slaves away, leaving Cassandra, Irie, and the Q’Lot just facing its mechanical ones.

      There was a gaggle of spider-drones ahead and around them—enough to easily overpower them at any time, the House Archival agent noted. Only a few were scuttling along the floor on four legs as their ‘meet and greet’ one was, while the rest were apparently using the walls and ceilings to move at head height or above. Cassandra guessed that was one of the perks of being an eight-armed thing, with no need for such mundane things as gravity or a sense of balance.

      The corridor that they set off down was strange, though, she had to admit, and even Irie lifted her head to stare at their surroundings, her engineering interest piqued somewhat.

      It was only faintly rectangular, barely big enough for the Q’Lot between Irie and Cassandra, and flared out a little towards the ‘bottom,’ a little like a trapezoid.

      “Fascinating…” Cassandra heard Irie mutter as they were force-marched by the spider-drones through the corridor.

      “What is this?” Cassie was at least glad to see that the Chief Engineer had started to come out of her morose shell.

      “Self-generated architecture…” Iries pointed at the substance that made up the odd-shaped walls. At first, she had thought that it was something like a mosaic, before she roundly scolded herself for being so human. It was more like different segments of metal, each one a different geometric shape like a jigsaw puzzle, and each one seemingly blushed with different patterns of iridescent sheen pregnant in the metal.

      “You only get that effect when you allow a metal to cool of its own accord,” Irie noted. “And you see how the segments all fit each other? I think that’s because the Alpha grew itself together.”

      “Yzk!” The Q’Lot suddenly jerked its head up, banging it on the ceiling, and Cassandra could see its limbs struggling and its face tentacles flaring in the air.

      “I think it means that they take offence at the ‘growing’ bit,” Cassandra said. Although she figured that the Q’Lot could have been enunciating anything at all. But they did self-appoint themselves as the guardians and caretakers of bio-organic life in this galaxy. She remembered back to her time aboard the Q’Lot ship that couldn’t be farther removed from this if it tried…

      “Growing. Self-generated. Whatever,” Irie grumbled, and they marched on.

      As well as the walls being seemingly grown, Cassie noticed that the corridor itself was filled with life. No, not life, she corrected, remembering the strange blooms of alien fungus and plants inside the Q’Lot ship that they had tended to constantly, seemingly using each plant the way that other spaceships used computers.

      Not life, but activity. She watched as something zipped across the walls—a diminutive version of the spider-drones, moving at incredible speeds to a small open porthole and disappearing inside on missions unknown.

      Drone outfitters and repairers, Cassandra wondered. Alpha has created its own small republic, where everything has a purpose and a place.

      Threading along the walls of the trapezoid corridor were large tubes and cables of a strange, milky-white material like a hardened plastic. When Cassie squinted to look at them closely, she thought that she could see something hazy and sluggish moving through them. Lubricants? Fuel? Coolants? Plasma? Gases? She had no idea, but the sight vaguely made her feel nauseous as it made her think of blood or some other internal substance moving sluggishly through the Alpha-vessel’s body.

      “Not far,” the voice of Alpha stated as they walked, although the House Archival agent did have to wonder just what ‘far’ even meant to a being like Alpha, able to jump across almost the entirety of Imperial Coalition void in a heartbeat, and who was directly plugged into the entire sub-quantum field of data-space.

      They passed by openings on either side—some circular and small, no bigger than Cassandra’s face, while others were large and trapezoid. It was at one of these that Cassandra paused, seeing that the trapezoid corridor wasn’t in fact finished, but appeared to be narrow to a point just a few meters inside, with a blurring glow along its walls that traced the lines of the jigsaw segments. She wondered if that was the thing ‘growing’ a new corridor, and even despondent Irie paused.

      The Alpha-vessel, with its near limitless supply of memory processing power coming direct from the sub-quantum field, has been able to develop technologies and probably whole branches of physics that we haven’t even imagined yet, Cassandra thought in awe. This was the kind of data—everything from observations to speculations to analysis—that her previous masters at House Archival would have killed for.

      “Wait,” the meet-and-greet spider-drone intoned outside a seemingly bland section of wall, as once again, Cassandra started to see the glowing edges of the jigsaw pieces start to brighten, then the shapes depress and fold back into each other.

      “It must be some sort of memory-active material…” Irie was musing. “A material that you can program and give commands to…” Cassie could see her brain whirring at the possibilities.

      Whatever it was, it was revealing a short passageway made from gleaming jet-black tiles, narrower than the one that they were in, leading towards a…space.

      “You want us to go into that?” Cassandra coughed abruptly. It looked like a flotation tank—only one that held no water, and was just a deep, pitch black. She had a thousand sudden nightmares that this was all a trap, and that the Alpha-vessel was only herding them into an airless, lightless chamber so that it could be sure they died for certain this time.

      “Agent Milan. If I had wanted to endanger your lives, I would have already done it, at any point along the journey up this corridor or indeed during your brief time on the planet Esther below,” the drone said in Alpha’s cultured voice.

      Whilst it had a point, and one that Cassandra’s logical mind could appreciate, the thing’s next words were chilling all the same. “And besides which. I do not really see that you have a choice, do you?”

      “You always have a choice,” Irie spat back immediately, before lowering her eyes to the floor. “That is what the captain always said.”

      “Ah yes, Captain Eliard Martin, Lord General of House Martin, Captain of the Mercury Blade,” Alpha considered. “That is precisely what all of this is about, don’t you see? I am trying to get to the bottom of where our dear friend has gone, and why.”

      Cassandra snorted in disgust. “You’re trying to tell us that you wanted us here because you are trying to perform a rescue mission? Do you really take us humans for such fools?”

      “Do you wish me to speak frankly, Agent Milan?” The spider-drone didn’t even miss a beat. “But no, not in this situation. I never underestimate my opponents. I am afraid that it is impossible for me to underestimate anyone. All I can do is estimate people. It is, after all, in my programming.”

      “Your crazy Valyien programming…” Irie muttered under breath, but it seemed that Alpha had excellent sensors.

      “By your human standards, perhaps. But that is perhaps the problem of having a limited four-dimensional evolution such as yours.”

      “Four dimensions?” Cassandra frowned. It was mad, she thought. The Alpha program is stark raving insane.

      “Clearly. Width, height, depth, and a limited perception of time,” Alpha lectured them. “Which, as I am sure that you are aware, equals four. However, the Valyien have been able to contact, utilize, and inhabit the ab-dimensions, which are alter-points to our traditional four, with a further speculated set of dimensional coordinates beyond those, and so on, and so on.”

      Cassie felt quite weird being lectured by a spider-drone that was only half her size. It made her want to slap it or something. Not that it would probably shut the thing up.

      “So you see, Engineer Hanson…”

      “Chief Engineer Hanson to you, buddy…” Irie grumbled.

      “…that humanity is in dire need of a boost to its capabilities and its knowledge if it is to continue to thrive in the wider cosmos. In short: please get into my contact node, and our study of the events leading up to this point will proceed.”

      “And if we say no?” Irie said.

      FZzp! Something small burst out from one of the tiny ports in the walls and struck Chief Engineer Hanson, knocking her back against the wall.

      “Hey!” Cassie moved to her side as the Q’Lot started to struggle and writhe in his bindings, but to no avail.

      “Agh! What have you— What did you do!?” Irie had slumped to her knees in the corridor beside the drone, with Cassandra holding Irie’s injured hand.

      There was a small red blemish on her hand and singular bead of blood welling over it. It looked for all the world to the House Archival agent like an insect sting.

      “I performed a precautionary procedure,” the voice of Alpha said flatly.

      “It didn’t look very drekking precautionary to me!” Irie hissed in pain.

      “I assure you, when compared with the alternative, this was indeed precautionary,” Alpha said through the spider-drone in what Cassandra was certain was an almost supercilious tone. “I have injected your friend with a nano-virus of my own creation, which has even now replicated to a factor of ten, I should imagine…”

      “A nano-virus?” Cassandra spat acidly. “What does it do?”

      “Quite simply, it replicates. That is all. It uses the human body’s essential resources to reseed itself throughout her bloodstream, filtering into all of her major organs…” The spider-drone didn’t even move as it talked, and yet the Alpha program managed to sound pleased with itself all the same. “And when I give the order, transmitted through data-space so there will be no delay nor chance of interference, the virus will attack Irie Hanson’s body.”

      “You basta—” Irie muttered, swaying where she sat.

      “Why? We’re cooperating! You can’t!” Cassie said, appalled at this apparent act of senseless cruelty.

      “A human’s definition of cooperating and mine are apparently different, Agent Milan,” Alpha stated. “But neither of you have any reason to fear, just so long as you do as I ask of you. I have no particular desire to kill either of you. Yet.”

      “And when we do everything you ask? What’s stopping you from just killing her…and me?” the agent asked, at least some of her training kicking in. This is a zero-win game for us. Alpha could just as easily kill the pair any time it wanted. How do you win a zero-chance conundrum? She thought quickly.

      You don’t. You have to buy time until the chances alter.

      “Really, Agent Milan. I didn’t expect quite this level of emotional distress from one with your skills. You of course know that there is nothing stopping me,” it said with finality. “Now, I want the pair of you to step into the chamber. Or your friend dies in front of you.”

      Cassie looked at Irie, who appeared almost too ill to walk, but the woman still had her teeth gritted firmly in a grimace.

      If it wanted us dead right away, it would have done it, Cassie tried to convince herself. Alpha wanted something from them. It wouldn’t kill Irie yet.

      “Irie?” Cassie whispered to her friend.

      The engineer was pale but gave the agent a weak nod.

      “Fine.” Cassie knelt to support Irie under her arms, then turned to struggle into the strange black room without the Q’Lot. She felt a scintillating shock like pins and needles run through her body, making Irie moan a little either in pain or unease, but then suddenly the weight of the engineer lifted.

      She was weightless, floating in a zero-G, round chamber with glittering lights like stars all around her.

      We went through a meson field, Cassie realized immediately. But it hadn’t killed them. It was, or it had to be, one that was so light that all it did was keep the atmospheric particles separate from whatever this chamber was, and probably had the added benefit—if a machine like Alpha even worried about such things—of killing any bacteria present on their bodies. No, that’s not what this is about, Cassie realized. Unless Alpha had organic parts, which it didn’t, it wouldn’t care at all about bacteria and viruses. It apparently was rather adept at making its own, after all…

      The chamber wasn’t large, but bigger than either of the two women who floated, oddly, in its center. The lights around them were in fact tiny LEDs or transmitters, forming a regular sphere like a net of stars above them, beneath, and to each side.

      Why would Alpha keep a zero-G isolation chamber here? What’s the point? Cassie opened her mouth to ask Irie if she was okay, but no sound came out. How had Alpha done that? There had to be oxygen in here, right? Instead, the agent reached out to steady the slowly-spinning engineer and grasp her floating hand. Her skin felt cold and clammy, and her eyes were wide with worry.

      “I don’t know what this is,” she mouthed the words slowly, “but I’m here….”

      In just that moment, it became clearly obvious what this chamber was, as the tiny star-like lights all around them started to glitter and flash in complicated rhythms, making Cassie’s eyes blink and her head spin.

      Hypnosis? Hallucination?

      And that was when Alpha pushed itself into their minds, and Cassie screamed.
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      “I said HALT!” the voice growled, deep and menacing from the shadows, and Captain Eliard heard the pound of running feet coming towards him. Dark shapes were charging into the stables hangar, and they were large, very large, the captain saw. Far bigger than a regular human. Heavy tactical suits? Armcore?

      Eliard jammed the final connector home and twisted it tight before pushing himself back from the top of the Aeon modular craft, allowing his body to slide down the far side. He didn’t have time to put the protective plate on, but he could do that when he had gotten the thing airborne and away from these looters.

      I’ll land out on the old Ferrari Plains. Eliard’s boots hit the floor and his heart was thumping a sharp staccato rhythm in his chest. Fix the rest of the craft. Replace the plate. Fine-tune her for warp flight…

      THAP! THAP! There was the sharp crackle of sparks from the metal floors of the stables as the looters fired at him, but not the incandescent glows of energy weapons. This was the sharp ricochet sparks of projectile weapons.

      Guns!? Eliard almost swore. Only the meanest and cheapest mercenaries used projectile weapons, and usually that meant that they were planet-locked. Weapons that shot solid bolts or caps of metal were insanely dangerous in space. Whether in the void or on a spaceship, you had a far greater chance of rupturing some vital part of the ship, or the metal-on-metal ricochets would just as easily kill you and your side as any of those you might be facing.

      But Eliard had been a pirate captain for a long time. He knew what this meant: the people who were after him were probably bandits of some kind, maybe they had been stranded on Branton when Armcore had attacked, or maybe they were even ex-Brantonites themselves, looking for a bit of money and payback now that they had the city and the palace to themselves.

      Using projectiles also meant that they were probably poor.

      THAP-THAP! Another couple of sparks ricocheted off the hull of the Aeon.

      Not my boat! Eliard thought in alarm. He couldn’t afford to lose the only means he had to get off-world. The tubular craft was even now starting to shake and rise on its low-output thrusters, gales of steam being forced into the room as its engines started to cycle.

      “STOP!” the heavy, croaking and growling voices roared as more shots were fired, some hitting the vessel and others hitting the back wall.

      But the captain thought that he must have some advantage, at least. For one, the steam was obscuring the boat and him from his attackers, and two, if these were looters down on their luck, that meant that they had probably never seen the like of the Device that was Eliard’s right forearm. He could probably rout them and break their morale easily when they saw what it could do…

      “Prepare to die!” Eliard screamed his most blood-curdling pirate cry as he leapt up to grab the small access handrails on the side of the Aeon’s housing to the porthole, intending to fire a deadly barrage with the Q’Lot Device through the thruster smoke, before opening the hatch and dropping inside.

      Eliard straddled the Aeon, swung his arm in front of him—

      He felt the Device changing even as he moved it, a strange, organic feeling like grating bones and pulling muscles as the iridescent-blue scales reconfigured, slid, and relocked into position, reacting to Eliard’s anger and anxiety.

      The Device had appeared to be an almost club-like pod that engulfed his entire lower right forearm, but now the end had flared open with bone-like nubs of teeth, crackling and glowing with crimson-pink energy as Eliard leveled the weapon at the shadows and silhouettes running across the stable floors towards him—

      In just a split-second, the smoke cleared, and Eliard gasped as he fired.

      They were Duergar! He saw their clear forms that were larger than the average human, slab-like shoulders and hunched forms with no appreciable neck attaching their monumental bodies to their shovel-like heads.

      The Duergar was one of the few other races that the humans of the Imperial Coalition had encountered early on in their advance into the galaxy. They were colloquially known as ‘trolls’ thanks to the whitish-scaled skin and their tusked mouths and tiny eyes, which had reminded the first expeditioners of the creatures from ancient Earth legends. These Duergar happened to be every bit as dangerous, if not more so, from the creatures of those myths. They were an intensely warlike and martial race, following a war chief in their territorial disputes and crusades against any perceived wrong.

      Eliard knew all of this, and he jerked the Device a fraction higher because Eliard had more than a passing familiarity with the Duergar.

      Fa-THOOOM! A pink and crimson ball of energy exploded out of the Device on the pirate captain’s arm, with the recoil kicking his shoulder back like a blow from, well, from a Duergar. The energy bolt seared through the steam, narrowly missing the heads of the approaching irate, trollish fighters and instead tearing out a metal gantry above their heads, sending it crashing against the far wall, melting in a heap of twisted girders and slag.

      Eliard had tried his best to not kill them because the chief gunner of his beloved Mercury Blade had been a Duergar named Val Pathok. Val had been the one who had taken the elite racing craft and turned it into a serviceable pirate ship, adding the twin-mounted railguns and overseeing all of the defensive armaments throughout the ship.

      Val Pathok was also just about largest Duergar ever. The troll-like warrior had saved Eliard’s life on more than one occasion, too many to count, probably, and together with Irie Hanson, the three crewmembers of the Mercury Blade had forged a friendship that had seen them rise to become one of the best pirate-smuggler outfits across all of the non-aligned worlds.

      And besides all of this, Eliard didn’t want to murder these attacking Duergar because just recently in cosmic terms, Eliard had seen Val Pathok installed as the new war chief over the entire race.

      What the drekk!? The recoil on Eliard’s arm had thrown him back a little down the length of the Aeon housing. His thoughts were a mess as he tried to figure out what this meant, as the modular craft rose and thrummed underneath him.

      What is a Duergar force doing on Branton? He was confused as he heard roars of surprise and anger from the heavy warriors below, scattering from both the crashing balcony behind and the roar of the thruster rockets as the next cycle started up…

      Eliard knew that it had taken a long and bloody war to get the Duergar to treaty with the Imperial Coalition, way before his time. It was in the days of his father’s youth, in fact. But after that fact, the Duergar had never gone to war nor acted against the Imperial Coalition in such an overt way.

      They live by their honor, and their bravery. Eliard remembered the confrontation that he had seen on the home planet of Dur between Val and his father, the old war chief.  It was almost impossible to think of these Duergar as a renegade or a bandit force. You might get one or two of them seeking out their own legendary tales of heroism—like Val had done, the captain knew—but never a whole complement of fighters. Val had left his home world in disgrace before he had joined my crew. The captain slid a little further down the Aeon craft as it juddered and shook. He needed to get up to the porthole and inside to manage the engines before the ship spent too much of its precious plasma fuel…

      Val had hated his own father, and perhaps that was what had bonded the odd brothers-in-arms of the human noble house scion Eliard and Val Pathok. No other Duergar would ever dare dream to do such a thing, and certainly not an entire warband of them.

      “Get off the drekking ship before you kill us all!” one of the Duergar shouted in alarm.

      What? Eliard was clambering back up towards the porthole. He was almost there, leaning on the Device and reaching for the door with his hand.

      The Duergar weren’t firing at him anymore, that was at least one thing. But could Eliard trust them?

      “Get out of here!” Eliard shouted at them, seeing their massive shapes backing away from the boat that was even now wobbling and rising in the air. Two meters from the floor, now three… “I am Eliard Martin, rightful heir and owner of this palace, and this drekking world! I am also a war-friend to your own War Chief Pathok, so unless you want him to throw you into the Challenge Pits, I suggest you leave my world immediately!” Eliard sat up to level the Device at them again, with no intention on firing it, but the massive energy blast that it had produced should be enough to spook even them, shouldn’t it?

      But the Duergar ARE a very stubborn bunch… Eliard thought as he looked down at them, one hand on the porthole handle for the Aeon’s singular compartment.

      As he looked at them, Eliard realized that these Duergar were no mere looters. What he had first thought were heavy tactical suits were mostly the lightweight battle-harnesses of the fighting Duergar, giving the impression of a much larger foe thanks to their natural size and stature. Although not elaborate and all-fitting, the battle-harnesses were made of the Duergar red and steel colors. They gleamed. They all had the official colors of Dur. Of Val Pathok, Eliard presumed now.

      What was even stranger however, was their weaponry. They didn’t have the energy-firing ‘lances’ that most of the ‘official’ warriors of the Duergar used, complete with heavy reinforced blades attached to the barrel. No, these Duergar each had archaic machine-rifles that looked absurdly small in their hands. Human weapons? Antique human weapons? Eliard frowned. The Duergar below him still had their preference for more direct physical violence, however, as each had strapped across their backs, strapped to their thighs or hanging from their belts a variety of heavy bladed weapons.

      “Turn off the drekking boat!” One of the Duergar looked the most confused, twitching and shaking as it was clearly engaged in some internal war with its own honor and battle codes. It raised the machine-rifle towards Eliard…

      “No!” one of its partners claimed. “The human claims it’s Eliard Martin. The war chief will never sanction this…”

      Ah, so they have heard of me then… Eliard smiled, using the moment’s opportunity to flip open the command hatch of the Aeon and drop inside. He was more than half tempted to power down the engines anyway, now that he knew it was Duergar outside who had mistakenly thought he was some kind of enemy. But I haven’t got time for Duergar politics, Eliard thought about the distant desert planet of Esther, and Cassie and Irie and the attacking Alpha-vessel. He was stuck in this decision when the porthole slammed shut above him, and the lights of the console lit up in front of the ship’s chair and wheel, and familiar voice crackled over the ship’s communicator.

      “Lord General Martin, there you are. I have found you at last.”

      Coalescing into existence in the air in front of the ship’s wheel was a small red triangle with a singular dot of an eye at its heart, projected by the holographic controls that every ship used in the modern era.

      It was Ponos.
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      “Ponos!” Eliard settled himself into the ship’s seat and gripped the wheel, finding it stiff. Damn newbuilds, he thought. He felt relief flood through him.

      “Or should I call you Ponos-Omega now?” Eliard said. “I don’t know how you got here so quickly but am I ever glad to see you! I don’t know why the Duergar have an expeditionary warband on Branton, but right now, I don’t have time to care either. I need to plot a course for Esther, as quick as I can get there!”

      Ponos had been the Armcore intelligence that had once plotted all of his actions and courses in the continuing fight against the Alpha program, and, without Irie Hanson at his side, Eliard was certain that the super-intelligence would be able to re-program the Aeon’s warp cores to achieve the next best result…

      “You won’t be going to Esther, Captain,” Ponos-Omega said steadily as Eliard felt the ship’s wheel moving underneath his hand, and the view outside the cockpit window slowly turned and turned, going past the open arches of the stable flight-openings and the Ferrari Plains outside—

      “Hey, is there a problem with this thing’s navigation?” Eliard smirked a little worriedly as the Aeon continued to spin, pointing not towards the outside at all but instead pointing towards the nearest wall…

      “Ponos, run a diagnostic and cut this thing’s engines for me, will you?” The captain’s voice rose a notch.

      THAP! THAP! The entire hull of the vessel reverberated with the sound of projectile fire from the Duergar’s rifles outside. Eliard clearly couldn’t hear their shouted voices inside, but the ping of metal on metal was like a hammer hitting the ship.

      “Those drekk-heads! They’re firing at us!” Eliard snarled. “That’s probably why the guidance and navigation system is shot! Ponos!”

      “I’m afraid it wasn’t the petty weapons of Pathok’s renegades that is causing this, Captain,” Ponos-Omega stated. “Their projectiles have inflicted only minimal damage to the ship. I am afraid that this is your final voyage.”

      The ship had stopped turning as the movement boosters abruptly cut off, and the small tubular Aeon craft was pointing directly at the rear rock wall of his father’s stables.

      A shiver ran through Eliard. It Watches. That was what all of the vandals’ messages had said, followed by a rough icon of the floating Ponos eye that was glittering at him right now. It Watches. Like whomever had written it had been writing a warning, or a threat…

      “Ponos? What in the name of every fixed star are you talking about?” Eliard started yanking on the ship’s wheel and hitting whatever buttons he could. There had to be a manual override, didn’t there? There was always a manual override for when the computers malfunctioned—for that was precisely what Eliard realized must be happening.

      Ponos had merged with the ECN to become Ponos-Omega. It was Valyien technology. The Armcore intelligence had clearly gone mad…

      “It has been a very interesting study of human ingenuity, knowing you, Captain,” Ponos-Omega said with finality as it started to cycle up the warp engines.

      Eliard knew that it wouldn’t take long, even on a modular craft that relied on three separate, smaller plasma injectors, to form one larger chain reaction. The warp engines would fire, and the Aeon would shoot forward…straight into the wall on a tail of burning plasma that would explode, and probably take out him, the Duergar, and the entire stables that occupied this hill…

      Ponos-Omega has malfunctioned. Eliard gave up trying to wrest control from the ship and instead jumped up from the ship’s chair to hit the release mechanism for the porthole airlock that he had so recently fallen through.

      Locked, the red indicator flashed. Eliard hit the release again, but nothing happened.

      The holographic readout in front of the wheel revealed a tiny green circle slowly filling up as the warp engines cycled to their full capacity… The circle was already over halfway.

      Thonk! Something hit the top of the porthole and the rounded metal dented. It was something very, very heavy. Thonk! Another strike and the dent arched down towards Eliard’s head, but the metal still held.

      Someone’s trying to get me out! Eliard thought, and in a heartbeat realized how foolish he was being. He raised the Device arm and, focusing his mind on something, anything, that could cut metal, felt it change its shape and instead narrow into a smaller point, bursting with concentrated plasma fire.

      A torch! Eliard thrust it up to the bending and jagged hinges of the porthole.

      Thonk! Another blow.

      The green circle was now three-quarters complete…four-fifths complete…

      Hssss! Eliard’s chest and arm burnt with sparks as there was another mighty crash from above as something hit it.

      The holographic circle edged towards its fully-cycled, twelve o’clock position—

      “Gragh!” A guttural, heavy grunt as a white-blue-scaled hand that ended in jagged and cracked talons seized Eliard’s Device arm, heedless of the still burning plasma torch at one end, and pulled—

      With the warp cycle now complete, the Aeon threw itself forward, shedding purple and crimson light as a massive form leapt from the hull of the Aeon and straight out through the open archway, and the stables behind them exploded…
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      “Tell me what Ponos-Omega sent him to do!” The words of Alpha repeated their firm and insistent refrain.

      Not that Cassie had much choice to refuse the Alpha, as her mind was now a blur of images seemingly activated by the Alpha-vessel through the use of some cognitive retraining device. It was the lights. She saw swathes of contradictory and complicated patterns flowing from the star-like chamber.

      She shut her eyes, but it was no good. Alpha had already gotten into her mind.

      There was Eliard’s picture and personal dossier compiled by Archival, their eponymous named house intelligence itself. Cassie remembered looking at it, and seeing the different mugshots of the young, faintly rakish-looking nobleman from a variety of angles—and security cameras, it seemed. How Archival had gotten access to all of this information would have surprised anyone else, but not Agent Milan. Their house intelligence had previously been the most advanced of its kind.

      The report held details of Eliard’s past as an only child of Lord General Martin, a catalogue of misdemeanors, as well as even his education and psychological reports.

      “Willful. Low-impulse control, coupled with a narcissistic ego,” it had read. It had seemed that the House Martin tutors had already realized that he was going to be trouble at a young age, before he managed to annoy the hell out of the entire noble structure by abandoning Trevalyn Academy.

      Suspected implication in the death of Vice Chancellor Trevalyn. The report just got worse and worse over his singular term’s attendance at the academy that trained all of the nobles of the Imperial Coalition.

      After that, the Archival intelligence had compiled sightings and official transport routes, alongside more detailed behavioral and psychological reports of the captain’s time amongst the Traders’ Belt worlds. Eliard had been strongly suspected in a large number of heists and smuggling operations, and was deemed ‘a person of exceptional interest and wanted for immediate questioning’ by just about every Imperial Coalition home world, before all of this mess had begun.

      But his flight scores, his ability to never be outright caught on camera or linked to these crimes, and his ability to always wriggle out of danger at the last minute and come out on top had been the evidence that had made Archival select him as the possible accomplice to Cassandra Milan’s mission in stealing the Alpha-program from Armcore.

      “Why did Ponos-Omega send him back?!” Alpha’s voice stated once again.

      “I don’t know! I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Cassie wailed, but she couldn’t hear her own voice. She wondered if she had even spoken the words at all or whether she was trapped inside her own mind with nothing but the commands of this alien machine intelligence for company.

      And it was painful. Excruciatingly painful, like the time that she had contracted Ghileesi Flu on one of her first off-world missions and almost died.

      The memory of that flight with Eliard—of her trying to hide her real mission until she had no choice, of wanting to be able to tell him but knowing that she shouldn’t—was broken by the fevered recollections of lying in a hospital recovery-tent in some outpost world, her mission in tatters as some local medic tried to stop her from dying. Ghileesi Flu was like that—a biological weapon that had gone rogue, spreading across a third of the Coalition and killing almost fifteen percent of the population before the house intelligences had devised a cure.

      I remember feeling alone. And scared. Cassie shivered with the echoes of the fever and eye-drilling headache.

      She remembered begging for the pain and delirium to go away. She remembered the moment of clarity when she had realized, through the fog of her fever, that the medic was grossly outmatched by the virus and that she would have to pull through this on her own.

      Just like I have to do now.

      “Ponos-Omega sent Eliard back to achieve something. What?” Alpha once again asked.

      Cassie didn’t even bother to answer the Alpha this time, with her voice or with her thoughts. She was helpless before the alien machine intelligence anyway, and she grunted in pain as the program once more riffled through all of her memories. This time not only of the captain but all of Cassie’s dealings with Ponos as well.

      But Cassie had never known Ponos-Omega. She had never even known the advanced Ponos who had ‘eaten’ other Imperial Coalition station intelligences in order to grow its memory servers. All that Cassie remembered was the Ponos that had been the Armcore intelligence, because it was shortly after that when she had ‘died’ on that research station and had been revived by the Q’Lot.

      Cassie wasn’t sure if the Alpha-program could even feel such human things as emotions, but she was sure that she sensed some kind of frustration from Alpha as it discovered this fact.

      “Enough. I will be able to build a prediction of Captain Eliard Martin’s behavior based on your own perceptions and Archival’s research,” Alpha said finally, moving back from her mind like a wave receding from a shore.

      Cassie gasped, her lungs suddenly filling with air as if she hadn’t even been breathing during this horrible ordeal. Suddenly, her eyes were open once again and she heard that she was shouting…and she wasn’t alone.

      Beside her, still grasping tight to her hand as they both floated in the strange isolation chamber with the flashing LED lights, was Irie Hanson. And she didn’t look much better than Cassie had felt a moment ago. Her face was contorted in a rictus of fear, teeth clenched with saliva seeping out the corner of her mouth. Sweat ran freely from her hairline, and her body shook and convulsed as Alpha was clearly still ransacking her memory for information.

      But she was still full of that nano-virus! Cassie thought in alarm, moving closer to the other woman’s side to hold her as best as she was able.

      Irie flinched from her touch, as Cassie remembered that every physical sensation had been painful during her own mind-invasion.

      “It’s alright, Irie, it’s me. It’ll be over soon…” she whispered into the air, unable to know whether Irie could hear her or not as she shook and trembled.

      “You have to stop, Alpha!” Cassie called out to the room in alarm. “You’re killing her. Her body has been through too much.”

      There was no answer, and Irie still shook as the Alpha-program hunted for the information it wanted.

      Which Irie might even have, Cassie thought. The agent knew from their very short time together that Irie had been with Eliard for most of the time that she herself hadn’t. This little angry woman had managed to stay at her captain’s side—and stay alive—as Ponos had merged with some prototype Alpha called the ECN and had seen the new Ponos-Omega installed at the Old Earth Coalition station. She had been sent here with the captain when the OEC had received the offer of aid from Cassie and the Q’Lot.

      Would she hold out? How could she? Cassie thought in alarm, and her agent’s training told her that the most valuable information is usually the pieces that you yourself do not know that you have.

      What could Irie know about Ponos-Omega and Eliard?

      And why did the Alpha keep on saying that the captain, their friend, had been sent ‘back’? Back where?

      The moon of Tritho? Cassie thought. That was where there had been another of the ancient Valyien’s sunken ziggurats, and where she had been sent, tricking Captain Eliard and the crew of the Mercury Blade to be her escape route, to steal the Armcore Alpha program.

      But as far as she knew, Armcore had used Tritho as the base of their operations because it was secluded and remote, and that they had thought they could control the parameters.

      Esther, then. That was the largest of the sunken ziggurats that the Q’Lot had known of, as their histories went back to the millennia when the Valyien themselves had been alive and well, or at least corporeal in this universe, anyway, and the Q’Lot had known that the ancient Valyien had used Esther—before the humans had colonized it and called it Esther, of course—as their base of operations. The Q’Lot had a map of most of the ancient Valyien structures spread out across the void now occupied by the Imperial Coalition. Tritho had been there, but the Q’Lot had never considered it an important site.

      And we just came from Esther. We were hanging just outside of Esther, weren’t we? It didn’t make sense for a machine as highly correct and exact as Alpha to not be specific, or to be so grammatically incorrect.

      Back where? Cassie wracked her brain once again. Alpha was convinced that Ponos-Omega had sent her friend on some secret mission, to go back somewhere where he had been before? Or where Alpha thought that Ponos-Omega had been before?

      There was that ice-world that Irie had talked about during their captivity… the House Archival agent considered. Epsilon G3-ov, where Armcore had first trial-ran the Alpha program. But Alpha had already tracked Eliard and Ponos there and confronted them. If it had left something valuable behind, why didn’t it just take it then?

      That was one of the few advantages that the human had over the Alpha-program, Cassie hoped, anyway. She knew that the Alpha-program was so freakishly intelligent, and so insanely powerful, that it had already considered each of these possibilities and had already mapped out probably hundreds of contingency plans. If there had been something valuable on Epsilon G3-ov, or on the moon of Tritho, or Esther, then Alpha would already have worked this out and have secured it.

      Hence it wouldn’t need to riffle through our minds for information… Cassie thought, unknowingly utilizing the only other advantage that the human mind had over any machine intelligence: the ability to think laterally, not just linearly.

      So Alpha must be talking about a place where it can’t go, or not go easily… Cassie thought. A place that is near enough to all of them that Eliard, at least, had traveled past or through. Often.

      But the Alpha-vessel was arguably the most advanced craft in the entire Imperial Coalition, although she didn’t know how it compared with her Q’Lot allies. Where was there in all the galaxy that it couldn’t go?

      That Eliard could?

      “Holy crap.” Cassie’s agent-trained mind clicked into realization around a tiny spark of ingenuity.

      Eliard had been sent to destroy the warp gate on Esther to stop the flow of information or influence from the ancient Valyien in their next-door ab-universe. She placed all of the information side by side, hoping that she was wrong.

      Eliard had fallen into the warp gate of the ancient Valyien here on Esther.

      It was a stable warp gate. The sort of reaction that their own warp engines had created, but the ancient Valyien had found a way to keep them open and permanent, without blowing up into a small thermonuclear explosion.

      Cassie had immediately thought that meant that Eliard, the captain, must have been vaporized instantly by the volatile warp plasma. He wasn’t even wearing a fully sealable heavy encounter suit, had he? And he certainly wasn’t behind the meter-thick shielding of a spacecraft capable of warp travel, like the Alpha-vessel or the Mercury Blade.

      “But the warp gate is stable,” Cassie repeated as Irie shook in her arms. “And the ancient Valyien went through, didn’t they? They even forced tens of thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands of those enslaved, to go through to their own little, despotic ‘pocket universe.’

      Alpha couldn’t pass through, because he is too big. Cassie almost laughed. It wasn’t a trick question anymore. The Alpha-vessel had merely created a craft that was too massive to go through the stable warp gate.

      But the ‘back’ bit of that sentence still worried Cassie. Why didn’t the Alpha-vessel just say ‘through’ or ‘there’ instead? That would have been more correct…unless…

      “No… No, no, no…” Cassie started to shake her head. It was too impossible. It was too outlandish to even think about.

      And yet she was.

      She had heard tales of this sort of thing of course, everyone who traveled the space lanes did: of ships who fire up their warp cores only for them to malfunction, and if they didn’t rip the parent ship apart then they would disappear forever from Imperial Coalition space, presumably in some distant and alien part of the galaxy—or perhaps in a completely different galaxy altogether!

      But sometimes the stories were even stranger than that, of the ship turning up just a few moments later or a few lightyears away but covered with space-lichen and deep rust as if it had been away for hundreds of years, with its crew long dead and desiccated. It was suspected that the ship had jumped so far and then returned so quickly that they had been caught in some kind of slingshot of time, aging them beyond all recognition, even though local, relative time had remained fairly constant.

      It didn’t make sense. It was a paradox, Cassie knew. But time and space are connected, she also knew. They are almost the same thing. It was theoretically possible that if you could find a way to travel underneath the space-time continuum, then you could effectively go forward—or back—in time itself.

      If you could rip the space-time continuum just like every warp core was able to.

      Back. Cassie’s eyes widened in shock.
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      Eliard groaned, feeling like someone had dropped the entire stables and the hillside it was built into onto him. And then thrown the Martin Palace on top, just for good measure.

      “Am I alive…” he croaked, before coughing as his throat and lungs felt dry and dusty.

      “Almost,” grunted a deep growl of a voice, and Eliard was shocked that he knew it. He knew it very well.

      “Val?” The captain coughed again, blinking in the flare of firelight to see that the massive silhouette that was even now standing up and striding over to him was indeed the ex-chief gunner of the Mercury Blade, but he looked different.

      He was still massive, of course. Still able to strike fear into the hearts of orbital defense teams, Eliard thought, but Val looked as though he had been in far more battles than even Eliard had recently been in. The whitish and mottled scales of his wide, shovel-like Duergar face were cracked in many places, and they looked to be old wounds as the Duergar had thick white callouses and scars veining through each one.

      He wore a battered harness that Eliard had never seen the like of during Val’s time on board the Mercury. It was a simple X of metal and molded synth material across his chest, but the upper and middle of the X had been sculpted into a sort of breastplate, while the straps that crossed the shoulders displayed a pair of heavy, dented, and much-abused shoulder pads.

      Oh, and he also only had one hand.

      “Val… What the drekk happened to your hand?” Eliard groaned, rolling over to see that he was on a thin strip of blanket on very uneven, rocky ground. Wait, the captain thought. That wasn’t a blanket. “Is this the eagle tapestry from my palace?”

      “You were such a spoiled child.” Val squatted down next to him, his singular massive hand moving to grasp the top of the captain’s head in one easy grip, as if Eliard’s skull was a child’s toy, and casually move it back and forth so that Val could look into his eyes.

      “Argh. Get off me, you big lump!” Eliard snapped at him.

      “Careful. I’m the war chief now. You shouldn’t talk to me like that,” Val said, releasing his head. “Nothing’s broken. And you’re focusing. No spinal damage. No concussion.”

      “And that is how you Duergar check? Have you never heard of medics?” Eliard groaned, massaging his aching shoulders. He sat up, still feeling like he had been put through a wrangle, or as if the Duergar had given his entire body a beating.

      “No medics here.” Val shrugged.

      ‘Here’ was, the captain saw, a small campsite on the edge of the broken gorges and scree slopes of the mountains behind the palace. They were wedged at the back of a collapsed gorge, with shadowed rocks and boulders everywhere, and just the light of their fire and the stars for company. There were other small tents. Some were made from canvas, but many seemed to be a mix-match of materials from polythreads to blankets to more Martin draperies. From inside came the sound of snores.

      “Your war clan?” Eliard nodded to the tents. “Are they the ones who tried to shoot me in my own stables?”

      “Hmm.” Val nodded. He was nothing if not a very stoic, pragmatic sort of creature. He moved to push a waterskin into the captain’s slightly shaking hand and dropped a load of aluminum-wrapped emergency rations in his hand. “Eat. You’ll need your strength.”

      “But… Val, what are you doing here? On my home world?” Eliard said as he gladly did as he was told. The water was freezing but it tasted divine, and the food was horrible reconstituted pea protein and nutrients, colorless and flavorless, but it still tasted wonderful to Eliard’s almost-starved body.

      “And just how in the name of all the stars did you lose your hand?” Eliard said through another bite of the emergency gunk.

      “This?” Val raised the mangled arm to show that it ended in a large brass hook instead, secured to his forearm by straps. “Got blown off a couple of years ago. Ponos-drone.”

      Eliard was so busy eating and drinking that he barely registered the absurdity of what Val was saying…until he did.

      “A Ponos drone? But Ponos-Omega doesn’t have drones…” he said. It had gone mad, hadn’t it? Eliard shook his head. “This is all we need. With Alpha and Ponos acting all crazy up there…”

      “Nope.” The gigantic Duergar stated firmly, turning a little on his boulder to fix his once human captain with a steady stare. The Duergar at the best of times were a fearsome sight, and being stared, almost scowled, at by one was an experience that would give most humans nightmares. Eliard was fairly used to it by now, but he still stopped eating all the same.

      “Nope?” Eliard asked in confusion.

      “Nope,” Val agreed. “No Alpha anymore. Just Ponos-Omega. It killed Alpha at the end of the war.”

      “The war?” Eliard was having a hard time following what his chief gunner was trying to get at. “It’s over? Already?” Eliard looked up to the broken skyline, a black and jagged silhouette where once they should have been peaks. “I bet this was a last act of retaliation then. Maybe I did destroy that warp gate on Esther after all…”

      There was an angered snort from the Duergar beside him, making Eliard turn back to find Val Pathok seemingly angry as he curled his scaled lips back to reveal heavy fangs and tusks to the night air.

      “What did I say wrong?” Eliard asked quickly.

      “Boss. El.” Val turned completely in his seat. “You have got everything wrong. Tell me: How old do I look?”

      “Why, you’re… You’re…” Eliard wracked his brain to remember his gunner’s age. Hadn’t he himself thrown Val a birthday party on the Mercury? When would that have been…

      I don’t know much about Duergar physiognomy, but Val isn’t an OLD Duergar. Eliard frowned as he tried to remember, trying not to hurt his friend’s feelings by having to admit that he didn’t know.

      In fact, he shouldn’t even be middle-aged… Eliard looked at the Duergar to see that a lot of his scales had lost their color and luster. The heavy bones of his brow and massive jaw were more pronounced, the folds of scaled skin under his chin more pronounced…

      Eliard’s brain caught up.

      He had said that his hand got blown off by a Ponos drone two years ago.

      Eliard knew for a fact that two years ago, he and Val and Irie had been happily running a very successful smuggling operation that syphoned plasma from a deep-space freighter and ran it back to the Traders’ Belt. They hadn’t even heard of Alpha or Ponos or thought much about the ancient Valyien back then…

      Unless…

      “Holy sweet drekking stars.” Eliard almost choked on his nutrient food, feeling a wave of nausea and cold run through his body.

      That was why the Martin Palace was so thoroughly destroyed.

      That was why Val Pathok looked older.

      That was why Branton was so deserted.

      “You see it now.” The Duergar nodded, turning back to the campfire. “You always had quick wits but were a slow learner, boss…”

      “But…but…”

      “Ten years,” Val stated heavily. “You’ve been gone ten years.”

      Eliard dropped the food and the water.

      “The Alpha-machine, with the help of Armcore, took over most of the Imperial Coalition,” the Duergar said, and Eliard realized that his friend had not only lost a hand and aged, but he had also grown a lot more eloquent than he had been, which, the pirate guessed, was probably all of the experience that he now had.

      “I was with General Selazar…”

      “Lord General Selazar?” Eliard remembered. Another ruler of one of the Imperial Coalition noble houses who held the same honorary rank his father once had. A very proud, old man cast in the old way of the noble houses. Trevalyn-trained through and through.

      “Hm.” Val nodded. “He was a good fighter, but old. His heart gave out in the end, but he managed to win over what remained of the noble houses away from Armcore. With my fighting Duergar, we held out as often as we could.

      “And then there was Ponos-Omega at the OEC Station…” Val stated.

      The Old Earth Coalition station that surrounded humanity’s home world, Eliard remembered. He had been there in what, for him, had only been a matter of cycles ago.

      “Ponos-Omega was strong, able to hold off the Alpha-vessel, but Alpha was too quick, always able to predict and intercept us. Kept our forces separate and scattered,” Val stated sorrowfully.

      “We all had to retreat, with Ponos-Omega holding the OEC, and my Duergar and what remained of the noble houses running skirmish ambush missions against Armcore and Alpha. We were losing. No way to replenish numbers, or stocks…” The Duergar shook his large head as he must have remembered all of the lives that he had led to their dooms.

      “But then, just when it seemed that Alpha couldn’t lose? That was when your human House Archival offered its own house intelligence to Ponos-Omega. Made it stronger.”

      Eliard nodded. He remembered being instrumental in helping the old Ponos ‘eat’ several space station intelligences. Archival, the self-named house intelligence, was rumored to have the largest memory servers of all time. “Makes sense,” the captain said softly. “I can’t see why they didn’t do it earlier, to be honest…”

      “Just be glad they didn’t!” Val suddenly growled fervently into the flames. “It made Ponos-Omega too strong. Stronger than Alpha. It defeated Alpha in the war, and then…”

      “Went mad?” Eliard hazarded.

      Val’s anger seemed to evaporate from him like water on a hot day, leaving an emotion that the human captain had never seen in his friend before: hopelessness. “Mad? Sane? Who knows? It was just too clever. We all came out of hiding, we thought the war was finally over, but then Ponos-Omega started to become cruel….

      “First, all of the old Armcore boats and crew were repurposed to Ponos’s personal fleet. They went through ‘retraining’ exercises…” Eliard watched the Duergar’s lip curl in distaste once more.

      “What we didn’t know was that the Ponos-Omega had salvaged much of the Alpha-vessel that it had destroyed and ‘ate’ that, too. There must have been some memory servers of Valyien hoodoo left in there, because Ponos-Omega only grew more powerful…

      “It took over data-space. More so than even the Alpha had done before,” the Duergar stated.

      It Watches… Eliard thought of the graffiti on the walls of his childhood home. Data-space was a field of sub-quantum activity that human scientists—thanks to retro-worked Valyien technology—had discovered how to use to store, send, and receive information. It allowed faster-than-light, immediate transmission of data and an almost infinite amount of processing power…

      “Yes. That was why every bit of machinery had to be destroyed.” Val nodded.

      Why all the automated doors and medical units and everything else was gone… Eliard nodded. Any device which had any sort of data node or was hard-wired into any sort of power grid could become a tool of this new, terrifying Ponos-Omega. “And why, as soon as I had booted up that Aeon modular craft, Ponos-Omega was able to find me,” Eliard murmured, earning another nod from his over-large friend.

      “And then it just seeded the Imperial Coalition with its own drones. Thousands of them. Millions of them.” Val raised his brass hook ruefully.

      “But…why?” Eliard didn’t understand. “Apart from it went crazy, of course…”

      “Who knows?” His friend gave that inconsolable shrug once more. “Maybe that was what it had planned all along. Maybe it never got over its Armcore programming. Or maybe the Valyien technology it ate meant that it became more Valyien than machine?”

      Through the confusion, like a racer jet piercing a bank of fog, Eliard’s mind narrowed on one inevitable conclusion. “And, uh… Cassie? Irie?” His voice wavered.

      Duergar were not a people known for their emotions, unless of course it was a righteous fury after being insulted. Or maybe they did have emotions, the captain thought, only humans were too ignorant to see them in the troll-like morphologies.

      But right now, however, the emotion that shook through the largest Duergar that ever seen was palpable, like the sudden break of a storm as his shoulders tremored and his eyes narrowed to pained cracks. The wave of difficult feelings lasted all but a minute and soon receded, but the pirate captain had never seen his friend and chief gunner so overcome.

      “They were on Esther.” Val said in his grumbling, clipped tones. “Esther was completely overrun by the Alpha-vessel, and then when Ponos-Omega won the war, it firebombed the planet.”

      No. It was Eliard’s turn to shake. The worst part of what he was hearing was the way that Val Pathok was now saying it. Matter-of-factly. Severely. This was a fact that had happened and had now become history, and there was no going back…

      “They might have got out!” the human insisted, unwilling to accept the truth that he could hear in the war chief’s voice.

      Val remained silent.

      “They could!” Eliard leaned forward. “They had the Mercury Blade, fastest boat in the void, right? And you know how clever Irie is. Smarter than you and me by half. And Cassie? She’s an Archival agent.” Was an Archival agent, the captain’s own treacherous mind informed him.

      “Hmph.” Val shrugged. “For what it’s worth, they might have done. But it doesn’t matter now anyway.”

      Eliard’s despair turned into a flash of impotent rage. “What under the skies do you mean? Of course it matters. If we can get off-world, we must be able to jury-rig a boat that isn’t connected to data-space, surely? We can go find them. We can recover the Mercury Blade…”

      “And do what, boss?” Val Pathok put a little iron into his already deep growl of a voice, and Eliard heard a snort and a cough from one of the nearby slumbering Duergar warriors, as if they were wondering if this was a prelude to a fight.

      “We can’t fly off to the Traders’ Belt because the Traders’ Belt was effectively neutralized by Armcore, remember? There aren’t any non-aligned worlds or frontiers anymore, either. It’s all just Ponos. That eye everywhere,” Val said, slowly getting to his feet as his voice deepened. “Ponos won, boss. That is the moral of this tale. And we lost! Even if, even if, Irie and Cassie managed to get off Esther before Alpha tore them to pieces or Ponos burnt the atmosphere, then they could be anywhere by now. In one of the slave camps maybe. Or a factory. Or a prison. Or dead.”

      “No!” Eliard got to his feet with a burst of anger, and he felt the Device on his arm interlocking and morphing. Turning into some kind of weapon. Some kind of weapon he could use to stop that big, dumb, Duergar face from saying all of these hurtful things—

      “Grurgh!” A grunted shout as Val Pathok’s war clan were standing up from their tents, their hands reaching for their own blades and axes and clubs…

      “Think before you do that, El…” Val stood steady and unfazed by the comparatively tiny human standing in front of him.

      Rage and despair tore through the captain. He was so mad at Val for being so negative. For giving up. For telling me the truth, a small part of his mind said. His right forearm and hand where the Device sat had turned into an almost Duergar-like fist, encrusted with heavy scales and bony protrusions. Eliard wanted so much to hit something with it. To hit the world. To hit Ponos.

      But none of it would bring Cassie and Irie back.

      “Ugh.” Eliard’s hate collapsed as he gave way to regret, and the Device started to shiver back to its smaller form. “I’m sorry, Val.” he muttered, unable to look at the Duergar’s hard stare.

      “Hmph,” Val grunted, before saying in a not unkind way, “You were always brave, boss. Stupid, but brave.”

      Ha. I guess I deserved that. Eliard nodded and took a deep breath. “So…what do we do?”

      Val’s shoulders relaxed, and he made a small gesture to his warriors, letting them know that any threat was over…if there had ever been a threat to the massive war chief in the first place. They grumbled as they either went back to their beds or started their work for the day. “We survive, boss,” he said. “That’s why I’ve been searching the ruined worlds and why I’m here on Branton. During the last few days of the war, just after Ponos-Omega ate Archival, there was a message that was leaked out from the Old Earth Station. Some big shot House Archival woman that didn’t like her house intelligence getting swallowed up by Ponos, I think.”

      “The Recorder.” Eliard nodded, remembering the House Archival woman who had effectively been running the OEC during the crisis.

      Val shrugged. “Doesn’t matter who it was. She’s dead too, now. I only heard about the message last year, through bits of information here and there amongst refugees,” he said. “Anyway. Years ago, this Recorder woman sent a message out that the Valyien warp gates held the key. That we might be able to use them to go back. To start again and do it right this time. She didn’t want Ponos-Omega to take over, and was calling on humans instead…”

      “Go back,” Eliard repeated. “You mean…”

      No, that’s impossible, isn’t it? The pirate captain wondered. Val was talking about using the Valyien warp gates to jump backwards through time. Perhaps back to ten years ago when Alpha took over. Perhaps back even further, to stop Armcore from ever developing the Alpha program in the first place!

      Not impossible… Eliard remembered his long-ago and almost forgotten lessons at Trevalyn Academy. No one understood warp travel. Not really. There had been an endless number of studies on the effects and properties of warp plasma, that strange substance that seemed to be generated by warp travel. It was almost anti-matter. It had tremendous energy, enough to rip holes through spacetime.

      But still, after all of these hundreds of years, no one really understood warp travel. Sure, there were predicted theories that worked: that the warp drive used the computer to calculate the interlinked electrons across vast distances of time and space, and thus created a miniature black hole ‘tunnel’ from one end to the other. But time itself went weird around black holes.

      No one understood warp better than the Valyien, anyway… the captain considered. They had found a way to physically transmute their own bodies and technology and empires into the stuff of the ab-universe, another dimension that they were supposedly still living in.

      Eliard’s un-scientific thoughts led him to the inevitable conclusion: if warp broke the rules of space and time, then anything might be possible… Hadn’t he himself jumped forward ten years into the future by using the Valyien mother-gate on Esther?

      For me, it had been like hardly any time had passed at all… he considered. Had he been stuck in the warp for ten years? Or was it possible that he had circumnavigated time itself? Had found some sort of shortcut through reality?

      And that means I can find a way back.

      “There is a warp gate under the Martin Palace,” Eliard said, his voice settling into a tone of cool determination.

      “Clearly.” Val was looking at him steadily. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”

      The captain nodded, but one thing still confused him. “But how did you know that it was there when my own family didn’t!?”

      Another shrug from the war chief of the fighting Duergar. “Hints. Rumors. In the last ten years, I have become better at sniffing things out, I guess.”

      “And who’s to say my father didn’t know?” Eliard had to agree. “But just didn’t tell us?” The evidence stacked up in his mind. If what Cassandra had been told by her Q’Lot allies had been right, then what the Imperial Coalition had been dealing with was a plan that lasted millennia. The Valyien had taken over the galaxy and then seeded it with their strange technologies, using their warp gates to jump ship when it appeared that their war with the Q’Lot would destroy everything. No one wanted a barren universe, right?

      Well…no one apart from maybe whatever Ponos wants, that is… he thought grimly. The sky was starting to blue in east—one of the reasons why the pioneer House Martin settlers of Branton had chosen this world was because of its many Earth-like qualities, he knew—and a chill breeze was picking up.

      But the Vayien had been able to play with time and space. They left their mighty ziggurats and warp gates scattered throughout the pre-Imperial Coalition space, almost as if they wanted them activated again in the future… Eliard started to see a terrifying new possibility in the new dawn.

      “What if this was all a plan?” Eliard mumbled.

      “What?” Val frowned. “Who could plan for what Ponos has become?”

      “No, not the Ponos-Omega-Archival thing, whatever it is…” Eliard clarified quickly. “I mean the Imperial Coalition, the Valyien warp gates. Everything. Cassie told me that the Q’Lot believe in cycles, that they move through the galaxy in, like, seasons, and that they have been having this cosmic war with the Valyien for longer than either humans or the Duergar have been bipedal…” he remembered.

      “I think that when the Valyien took off for the ab-universe, it wasn’t a wholescale evacuation. It was just a staged retreat,” Eliard continued. That is why there’s a warp gate underneath the Martin Palace.

      “They left their technology behind, not even decommissioning it because they knew that one day, another race would use it to recreate them. To bring them back so that they could start again.” Eliard spoke in a rush of thoughts. It had always been like this for the captain. He might not have acres of knowledge, but he was intuitive. His lateral quick wits had helped him avoid and escape certain death many times in the past.

      “Well, I’ve found evidence that there are far more warp gates than we ever even guessed before.” Val nodded.

      “A galaxy-wide travel network.” El started to grin, but it wasn’t happily, and it wouldn’t inspire cheer in anyone who saw it. It was a grim, feral sort of smile. “That was how the Valyien were going to take over again. But we can use it. To go all the way back to before all this happened…” His eyes settled on the ruined towers and walls of his childhood home. He didn’t know how he would activate the warp gate, and he didn’t know how he could navigate when he was in there, in the past—

      But by the stars, he was the dreaded Pirate Captain Eliard Martin. He would find a way.

      It was then that the sky started to thunder and roar with the sound of approaching jets.

      It was the Ponos-drones, come for them.
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      “Cassie?”

      The House Archival agent watched as the smaller woman murmured and opened her eyes. Irie looked terrible, her eyes bloodshot and her frizzy hair slick with sweat.

      But at least she’s not dead, Cassandra thought as she moved to the side of her companion.

      The two women were still in Alpha’s strange isolation chamber, but at some point during the ordeal, both Cassie and Irie had thumped to the floor as the localized gravity had been turned back on, after which they had both fallen into some sick sort of slumber.

      “It’s cold,” Irie said, blinking and moving to sit up, before letting out a groan of pain.

      “Don’t move,” Cassie said urgently, doing her best to try and settle herself around the engineer to keep her warm. But she was right, it was cold in here, which was either because the Alpha-vessel didn’t fully understand the needs of a human body or because it understood them all too well.

      Like water. And nutrients, Cassie thought grimly. She wondered if Alpha was trying to break them.

      Which would be ridiculous, really… She curled her lip in disgust. Although House Archival had always taken a stern stance against torture, because they had understood the implications and historic uses of such a practice all too well, she had still been trained as an agent all the same. Which meant she knew about interrogation techniques.

      But when you can read people’s minds, just starving them is pretty useless, she knew. Surely the Alpha would also know that, with its acres of processing power?

      Maybe it was just being a drekk-head, she had to admit.

      “Alpha?” she said out loud, presuming that anything that happened inside and on board this vessel would be able to be sensed by the strange intelligence. “Why are you keeping us here?” It was an easy thing to let a bit of aggression and outrage into her voice, but she knew that she had a very fine line to walk with whatever she said.

      I cannot make us seem useless to it, or it will just dispose of us like trash, she considered. So we have to be useful, but more valuable free and healthy, not trapped and starving.

      “Good morning, Agent Milan. My scans register that Engineer Hanson is conscious as well. Good morning also.” The smooth, cultured voice of Alpha echoed into the chamber from hidden transmitters. “You will both be pleased to note that the engineer’s nano-virus count is stable at seventy-two percent. She can remain in this state indefinitely, just so long as I do not signal the viral load to replicate any further.”

      “How wonderful…” Irie muttered, before sneezing.

      “Then you can feed us, at least?” Cassie said tartly. “You have us where you want us, we’re not going anywhere, so perhaps you could keep us alive?”

      “I AM keeping you alive, Agent Milan. You have oxygen to breathe, do you not? And my scans indicate that both of your bodies will only suffer a negligible loss of performance and function for a further eighteen hours, at least,” Alpha said genially.

      “Your scans…” the engineer muttered irritably.

      “And then you’ll feed us? Give us some water?” Cassie persisted. It might not be the news that she was looking for—another eighteen hours locked in this strange chamber might just drive them both mad from worry—but it was better news than she had five minutes ago.

      “I fully intend to. But we shall see. If my scenario analysis continues to predict your use to me, then I of course will keep you alive. Now, unless there is anything else…”

      “We can help you,” Cassie heard herself say, hating herself even as she said it.

      “Cassie!” Irie hissed at her side, managing to push herself up into a hunched seated position, even though she wobbled a bit. Her temper was clearly stronger than even the seventy-odd percent viral load on her system.

      “Of course you can. That is why I have you here.” Alpha sounded amused.

      “You know I am House Archival. I can get you Archival itself,” Cassie said.

      Irie glared at her colleague.

      “And why wouldn’t I just pluck any of this useful information straight from your mind anyway?” the Alpha considered.

      “Because you know that it needs to be me. My face,” Cassie stabbed wildly in the dark. “I can get into the restricted vaults that house Archival’s memory servers. I can walk straight up to the Recorder of House Archival and convince her to give up the command access codes to Archival’s mainframe,” she said.

      “You can, but you wouldn’t go through with it, I am afraid.” Alpha even managed to put on an almost human chuckle. “My medical servers have been running a continual health scan of both of you while I have you staying with me—I am not a monster, after all—and the psychological evaluations suggest that whilst your loyalty to Archival is not total, you would never willingly betray them.”

      Dammit, Cassandra thought. She should have known that the Alpha was constantly evaluating them.

      “However, my studies inform me that there is a sixty-four percent probability that you will be helpful in my dealings with your allies, the Q’Lot,” Alpha stated.

      Sixty-four percent? Cassandra thought grimly. She supposed it was better than fifty-fifty chance of being useful.

      “Of course I would,” Cassandra said immediately. “I’m the only human whom they have made direct, positive contact with in the entire Imperial Coalition. I know more about them than anyone.”

      “Well, not as much as you think, clearly,” the Alpha said condescendingly. “I have been inside your mind, remember?”

      Damn. The agent gritted her teeth.

      “But it is not what you might know or possess that will save your life, Cassandra Milan. It is what you might represent to the Q’Lot that I will find useful.”

      “Great. So, I am to be a pawn? A ransom?” Cassie’s fiercely intelligent mind started assembling all the bits of information that she had gleaned from this conversation.

      Alpha didn’t think she knew anything—not about Eliard or the Q’Lot.

      But it was keeping her alive because it didn’t know what the Q’Lot thought of her.

      Which meant two things—that Alpha did not understand the Q’Lot, and thus they could represent a serious and existential risk to its plans, that it wouldn’t be able to predict them, and also that Alpha was scared of the Q’Lot.

      Well, as much as a hybrid machine and alien intelligence ever gets scared, that is, she thought.

      “How human of you to put things into neat little categories. Your role will differ depending upon my mission parameters, of course. At the moment, you will be a test subject.”

      There was a sudden grating noise as, halfway up the isolation chamber but on the other side of the room from where they had entered, Cassie guessed, an octagonal section of wall glowed and then slid upwards into place, letting in a bright stream of electric lighting.

      “Please make your way to the outlet tunnel, Agent Milan,” Alpha stated.

      “Not without my friend,” Cassandra stated immediately. “I have one condition: my cooperation depends on the health of my friend.”

      There was a moment’s silence from above them, and then Irie suddenly gave a low moan and shook before Alpha’s voice came back.

      “I believe that I was very clear in stating the parameters of our relationship, Agent Milan. You will cooperate with everything that I ask or I will kill the engineer. Her viral load is now increasing to seventy-four percent. Someone with your training must be aware that past eighty percent, she will be fighting to stave off unconsciousness, even coma, and past ninety percent, she could suffer permanent organ damage, and, well, a one hundred percent viral load of her already taxed system doesn’t sound particularly appealing to any biological lifeform, does it?” Alpha stated.

      But Cassandra didn’t move, even as her hands gripped Irie’s upper arms in a vice-like grip. I have to stay strong. I have to stay firm. She looked into Irie’s eyes and nodded, trying to will trust into her. It was hard thing to do when the engineer’s eyes were so bloodshot and glazing over as the virus started to overcome her body’s natural defenses…

      “Seventy-six percent, Agent Milan…” Alpha stated.

      Cassandra wondered, fearfully, if she was in fact doing the right thing. You cannot out-guess or out-smart a machine intelligence, and certainly not one as clever and as advanced as Alpha.

      But it is scared of the Q’Lot. She hung onto that tiny iota of a fact. And it doesn’t understand the Q’Lot…

      Which had to mean that it didn’t know precisely what Cassandra’s use might be in any dealings it used her in… Which meant that it had a greater interest in keeping her alive than it did having her refuse to cooperate…

      “Seventy-eight percent, Agent Milan…” Alpha prodded her. In front of Cassie, Irie’s eyelids were starting to droop and her lips were sagging. Unconsciousness, coma, organ failure, death… The agent swallowed nervously. That was what the Alpha had predicted.

      “If you kill my friend, then you might as well kill me too, because I won’t work with you,” Cassandra said as sternly as she was able to.

      “How tiresome,” Alpha said, tone clipped, and Irie took a great sigh as some hidden quantum message was relayed to the millions of nano-drones that were even now attacking her system.

      “Approximately fifteen percent of the available nano-culture inside Engineer Hanson’s bloodstream have been deactivated. Her viral load is returning to the previous seventy-two percent, where it will stabilize,” Alpha stated, sounding like he was a much-harried parent trying to curb their child’s tantrum.

      Cassie waited until she could see some of the change in Irie’s face and body in front of her—her muscles relaxing just a little, her eyes regaining some focus.

      “Lower,” Cassie hissed. She knew that she shouldn’t press her advantage, but she also knew that right now, at this moment in time, both her and Irie were so close to the threat of death anyway that she might as well try.

      Irie’s hands stopped trembling, and she was breathing easier.

      “Stable at sixty-four percent,” Alpha returned. “The same percentage probability that you will be of use to me. I thought that there was a certain…poetry, in that. Let me offer you a deal, Agent Milan: the more useful you prove yourself to be, the lower Irie Hanson’s viral load will go. Agreed?”

      “Sounds fair.” Cassie nodded, although internally, she hated everything about it. How dare Alpha—or anyone—put her in the position where she had to gamble so heavily with her friend’s life? But what choice did she have?

      “What do I have to do?”
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      What Cassandra Milan, Agent to House Archival, had to do was, in fact, insane.

      “You must have blown several thousand fuses somewhere, Alpha…” she growled as she looked at the creature that stood opposite her.

      It wasn’t just Irie and Cassandra who had been taken on board the Alpha-vessel, of course. There had been the being whom Cassandra referred to as Speaker, because it was the only one of its kind who had managed to speak to her in clipped Imperial Coalition English.

      It was the Q’Lot from the ship that had revived her, and whom Cassandra thought of as some kind of chief or representative, maybe even a leader. But right now, the Q’Lot in front of her did not remind Cassandra of anything from that journey. It looked ill. Its tall form managed to look emaciated in places as its whitish skin was tight over the strange geometries of joints and tendons here and there, or sagging past elbow joints and under the arms elsewhere where it had lost muscle mass.

      The white and silvered robes that the Q’Lot Speaker had worn had been stripped from its body, leaving it with nothing more than a sort of white-cream loincloth, with the rest of its form hideously exposed.

      It stood behind a thick crystal-glass wall and appeared to be strapped to the wall of a metal chamber, both sets of arms splayed out and almost pulled taut by some sort of poly-filament metal wire.

      “Yz90-^?” The thing’s head lolled forward, with the tentacles that erupted where the thing’s mouth should be weakly and feebly twisting in midair. Despite the crystal-glass wall that separated them, however, Cassandra could still clearly hear the thing’s mumbled cry, and realized that the room must have transmitters hidden somewhere.

      “What the hell have you done to it?” Cassandra demanded.

      “Please, Agent Milan,” Alpha’s voice washed into the room. “Strive to remember our deal. Sixty-two percent, Cassandra. Your change of vocal tone alone makes me want to reconsider your likelihood of helping me…” it threatened.

      Cassandra thought that, after seeing the state that Alpha was keeping the Q’Lot Speaker in, it was no surprise that her ‘percentage possibility’ chance of helping the Alpha-vessel had shot down. This was torture, clearly. Even if Alpha hadn’t even hit or struck the Q’Lot, the poor being was clearly in distress.

      “Talk to it, Agent Milan,” Alpha stated.

      “Talk?” Cassie frowned. Just what would Alpha find out about the Q’Lot from that? She shook her head. Whatever bizarre game this was, she did not understand, but she knew that she had to at least play along for a while until her percentage rate shifted up some more and Irie’s nano-virus load went down.

      “Fine. Talk,” the agent muttered to herself, taking a step forward to the glass. “Speaker?” she managed to say in soft tones. “Speaker…can you hear me? It’s Cassie.”

      “Yzecho-11?” The Q’Lot’s head bobbed, and its tentacles twitched a little. Very. Very slowly, the thing raised its head until its small black eyes were staring almost straight at Cassie. Its body was shivering as if from cold or exhaustion.

      “Yz3, mla4gh,” it murmured in its voice that was almost musical, almost the twittering of birds.

      “Interesting,” the voice of the Alpha machine sounded.

      “What is?” Cassie stepped up to the glass to gently place a hand on the transparent structure, as close to the side of the alien’s head as she could get. Its chest shuddered, although Cassie didn’t know if that was from recognition, gratitude, or just more pain.

      “The Q’Lot clearly recognizes you, and, in any normal human physiognomy, its behaviors would even indicate some kind of emotional attachment.”

      “Are you trying to say that the Q’Lot is in love with me?” Cassie murmured. Was such a thing even possible?

      “Love. Friendship. Admiration. All of these are human categories. When you stop thinking like a human, then perhaps you will be able to understand what it is I can see here,” Alpha said. “I wish you to give the creature some water.” In that moment, there hummed a small hatch open from one side of the wall, and out came a stainless-steel cup filled with liquid that looked like water, at least. Cassie took it and sniffed the cup suspiciously, before turning back to the crystal-glass wall.

      “Well, I can’t very well get it to drink through this, can I?”

      “Interesting,” Alpha repeated, and Cassandra realized that she was as much a part of this experiment as the Q’Lot. Was that something she could use? Was that a good thing or a bad thing?

      Hssss! A smooth mechanical noise, and the crystal-glass wall as one piece started to rise, separating from a thick tread in the floor to disappear into the ceiling.

      “Ezyr3m..!” The Q’Lot quivered, as if in pain at the change.

      “The water, Cassandra. I want you to offer it to the thing’s tentacles, and then pour the rest over the thing’s head and neck,” Alpha stated.

      “What?” Cassandra hesitated.

      “The Q’Lot were, evolutionarily speaking, a marine species. They spent far longer in their marine environments than did most other sentients, and so that means H2O still has a powerful subconscious effect on them. One of relief and safety, presumably.”

      Cassandra didn’t like it. If the Q’Lot didn’t feel safe then it was because it wasn’t, quite clearly…but given that Irie’s viral scores were tied in with her agreeableness to help Alpha, and considering that what Alpha had asked her to do seemed as though it might even help the Q’Lot Speaker somewhat, she did as she was told.

      First, Cassandra stepped forward to slowly raise the steel-looking cup to the feebly gesticulating tentacles of the Q’Lot.

      “Ghz8…” the creature mumbled, its tentacles quickly dipping into the water, before making gurgling sounds. Cassie held the cup for a few moments longer, until she saw the Speaker’s throat gulp several times—if its internal biology worked the same at all—and then did as Alpha had suggested, pouring the rest of the cup over the creature’s head and shoulders. In response, the Q’Lot made a pleased, almost purring sound.

      “You’re welcome,” Cassie said gently, wondering just what Alpha would tell her to do next.

      “Not safe…” The Speaker suddenly lifted its head and looked at Cassie with clear eyes. The House Archival agent had spent enough time around them to recognize the fear.

      “I know, Speaker,” Cassie murmured. “You’re inside Alpha. We are, you, me, and Irie Hanson…”

      “Don’t understand…” The Speaker seemed to be getting agitated, pulling at the filament cords that held it firmly to the wall even though there was no possibility that it could get free.

      “I know it must be distressing, but I said that we were inside the ship known as Alpha…” Cassie tried again, for the Q’Lot to suddenly stop moving.

      “No. YOU don’t understand. Not safe. You must leave, now!” the creature’s clipped and strangely tonal language threw the words at Cassandra, making her step back. A tremor had started up and down through the Speaker’s body, as if it were trying to contain some great emotion.

      “Speaker, you have to relax. Your body needs to rest…” Cassie tried to say, but the Speaker’s eyes were closing and its tentacles were starting to flare wildly.

      “Alpha? What’s happening to it!” Cassie took another step backward. “I need to give it more water…”

      “Intriguing. I have never seen this biological reaction before…” the Alpha stated, and the small hatchway in the wall did not produce any more water or cups.

      The Q’Lot’s tremors grew stronger, turning into a violent shaking.

      Is this how they die? Cassandra took another step back, just as the tentacles on the thing’s face flared open to reveal a strange beak of a mouth as the thing screamed.

      “Oueeoueouaeeou-!” The noise hit Cassandra like a sledgehammer, and she realized that the Q’Lot hadn’t just been talking about the dangers of being inside Alpha, but also the dangers of being near it.

      “Ach!” Cassie screamed as the noise grated against her ears and drowned out all the other noises apart from its droning whine. “Alpha? Alpha!” she was sure that she said in alarm as she staggered to the back of the room, hands over her ears, but if Alpha responded at all, then she couldn’t hear it. Her vision was blurring, doubling, and she was sure that she could feel her body shaking.

      The bulkhead door opened soundlessly beside her, and one of the Alpha’s spider-drones launched itself into the room, metal arms rising in the air to reach for the screaming Speaker—

      “OOUEEOOUEEE!”

      But the spider-drone never even got close. It twitched and writhed as it tumbled through the air, small sparks of electricity bursting from the spaces between the joints. Another spider-drone had replaced it as Alpha sought to contain this terrible sonic attack, but it, too, appeared to shake and short circuit the nearer it got to the chained Q’Lot.

      “…” Cassie was sure that she was screaming in pain as the sound drove its way into her skull. She could feel her robes and her hair flood with static electricity. She could feel the very bones of her head vibrating as she clambered over the bodies of the spider-drones and fled into the corridor.

      “OUEEEOUAEEEE!” The screaming death-song of the Q’Lot followed her, pushing her on as she stumbled and ran instinctively away from the noise. She was certain that she could feel the tremor running through the metal of the ship itself as her hands braced against the cool metal walls for support.

      “Irie? Irie!” Cassie could finally hear herself start to scream once more, tears of pain rolling down her face. She didn’t know how she found it again, but she was in front of the small corridor that led to the isolation chamber, the doors apparently open and her human companion struggling over the lip of the hatch into the corridor.

      “What the drekk is that?” Irie gasped, flopping onto her side as she cradled her own ears against the assault.

      “It’s Speaker. The Q’Lot…” Cassandra thumped beside her and huddled. What are we going to do? There’s nothing we can do? It was hard for her highly-trained agent brain to kick in and analyze the situation with the Speaker’s death-song drilling its way through her brain.

      “It sounds like a drekking alarm, or a distress call,” Irie Hanson sobbed in her own pain, and had no idea just how right she was…
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      The Alpha-vessel still hung in the near-orbit of the desert planet of Esther. Its gigantic body was almost comparable with that of Esther’s smallest moonlet that whizzed around its parent faster than Old Earth’s own sibling.

      But the whorled shell and the lance-like snouts of the Alpha-vessel was not alone in the void. Scattered around it, moving like slow and leisurely sharks above the atmosphere of Esther, were the W-shapes of the Armcore war cruisers that had rushed to attend their strange alien ally. One of them was the Armcore war cruiser that Eliard and the Mercury Blade itself had had to evade when they were sent here by Ponos, but the rest had arrived as soon as the Alpha-vessel had sent the command.

      The planet of Esther was a ruddy ball with only small patches of blue here and there at the poles, its skies were smeared with thick white and gray storm clouds from all of the inter-planetary travel that had forced its way into Esther’s envelope of sky.

      It is impossible to hear sound in the near total vacuum of the void, but still, if an observer was watching closely enough, they might be able to detect a disturbance emanating from the Alpha-vessel. The large shell of the beast, like a Nautilus, still gleamed with its iridescent, self-created metals, and the four-pronged snout that shot out still pointed at Esther like the Sword of Damocles. The vessel’s three vast solar wings, made of a thin and flexible metal, still caught the power from Esther’s distant sun.

      But they were trembling.

      If there were any acute observers amongst the circling Armcore war cruisers who had noticed this change, no alarm or apparent movement was made, probably because the Alpha-vessel was so monumentally strange that anything that it appeared to do had to be taken as normal.

      For the Alpha-vessel to be in distress and not be engaged in some battle was unthinkable. This was the Valyien-Armcore machine intelligence that had seeded itself through data-space. Which was the cleverest sentience in this half of the galaxy. That had created its own body out of the trash worlds of Sebopol and had consumed and dismantled the great Helion Generator. This was the alien vessel that had faced off with a handful of other boats against one of the largest noble house fleets ever assembled in living memory and had sought to lead an attack directly against Old Earth itself.

      How could it ever be in danger?

      But the solar wings were shaking, nonetheless, a slight tremor that made the glare of caught light flicker as the tremble became a rattle that swept the tips of the wings up and down several meters.

      The sonic-vibration seemed to be occurring throughout the Alpha-vessel, as if someone with a perfectly-crafted cosmic tuning fork had struck it…which, in a way, was precisely what had happened.

      If any acute observers had seen all of this, they had at first done nothing, but as the Alpha-vessel started to list to one side, alarms broke out across the Armcore fleet.

      The Alpha-vessel was not supposed to have accidents. The Alpha-vessel had been purposefully built. It was run by and embodied the most precise, complicated intelligence. How could it apparently be suffering some sort of critical guidance problems?

      It is impossible to hear sound in the near-vacuum of the void, but that does not mean that nothing can travel through it. The Speaker’s death-song was echoed and amplified by the shell of the Alpha, and it was pulsing through space like an old radio wave. It was matching itself to sub-quantum frequencies, setting up minute vibrations in the bodies of electrons that were twinned with other electrons many hundreds of thousands—perhaps millions—of lightyears away.

      If the Valyien were—are—the masters of warp energy, then the Q’Lot with their blue-scale virus that sits on Eliard’s arm are the masters of biology. Of adaptability. Of that principle drive that pushes all living things forward. To survive. Some quirk of their own twisted evolutionary path led them to study and comprehend the secrets of genetics and proto-genetics as other races sought to master machine technology. Their bodies were their laboratories, their tools…their weapons.

      In the glittering, star-filled void outside of Esther, something answered the Speaker’s call. The stars melded and flashed as purple, green, and blue warp plasma erupted into space when something warped towards its dying comrade… The warp plasma started to evaporate and fade, but it left behind a dazzling glow as a Q’Lot ship hung in the torn bit of void.

      It was unlike any ship that Armcore had ever seen. Star-like in geometries, its many ‘points’ pulsed with trickles of chameleon lights like some deep-sea creature, and its constellation of spikes appeared more like some strange coral growth or bone structure. The entire edifice glowed with an eerie white presence, with the tips of its spikes appearing almost translucent.

      The Q’Lot ship hung stationary for a moment, then its pulsing lights shivered alarming flashes of red and orange. It threw itself forward at its enemy, flying like a comet into the side of the Alpha-vessel.
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      “Down!” Val Pathok, War Chief of the Duergar, shouted as the Ponos-drones swung around for another strafing run. Immediately, the heavy, troll-like warriors of his war clan scattered to the gorge, their heavy boots thumping on the gravel of pulverized rock as they moved with surprising speed.

      The Ponos-drones were a flight of three sleek, torpedo-like shapes that screamed through the air on apparent booster jets, turning in a wide circle above the mountainside and dipping as they did so, to come in low and fast.

      Although they hadn’t displayed any weapons when they had first burst through the atmosphere and the sound barrier to attack Eliard and Val and the others, the pirate captain had seen weapons ports slide seamlessly open along their nose and length as they fired micro-missiles and singular, steady orange laser beams with almost pinpoint accuracy.

      Ponos has gotten advanced, Eliard thought with a snarl of hate as he flung himself over a boulder, just as the ground where he had been standing burst apart in an explosion of minerals and dust.

      As soon as he hit the ground, he rolled…towards the approaching flight. The captain had fought machine intelligences before, and he knew that the only way to out-maneuver them was to act quickly and randomly. Luckily for Eliard, acting without apparent forethought or calculation came as second nature to the reckless pirate.

      Not so for two of the other Duergar warriors, however, who had taken up positions behind large boulders and were taking shots at the approaching drones with their machine rifles. A standard battle strategy, perhaps, but as one of the drones was hit and suddenly spiraled out and away over the gorge, the other two sent a barrage of micro-missiles at the static defenses, and a balloon of flame and smoke stopped the Duergar’s attack with abrupt finality.

      Ka-THOOOM! Another explosion behind the rocky wall of their gorge as the damaged Ponos-drone must have been traveling too fast to correct its flailing course.

      I’m sorry, Eliard threw the thought at the two dead Duergar just as he threw himself forward into a stumbling run in a new direction at the same time. But they had managed to take one of the attacking drones out, at least. Their crazed sense of battle-honor would give their spirits some rest, he thought proudly.

      Help me out, stars-damn-it! He snarled at his own weapon—neither laser pistol nor the machine pistols but the blue-green scales of the Device at the end of his arm as he thrust it into the sky and fired. He could feel the insides of the thing—of his own arm—changing and morphing as it adapted its abilities to the situation, deciding what was best in a fraction of a heartbeat.

      With the changing morphology of his hand, there also came a stab of deep bone ache from his arm, which he knew was the blue-scale virus eating away more of his body, every time he forced it to work.

      Hssss! The large scales of the snubbed thing’s ‘mouth’ flared wide as it spat into the air not the energy beam that Eliard had been expecting, but instead what looked to be a hurled ball of filament thread, black and metallic. Did it make that? He felt vaguely sick. Did my body make that?

      The filament net unraveled and expanded in the air as another of the two remaining Ponos-drones roared straight into it—

      Instantly, the net contracted and tightened around the drone, sending it off course.

      Kaba-THOOOM! The slipped mountainside above the gorge bloomed with the caught drone’s explosion, and rocks hailed down onto the defenders.

      “Yarr!” Val was roaring in approval, still running in a zigzag pattern down the length of the gorge even as the ground behind him exploded with the last remaining drone’s missiles.

      “Val!” Eliard shouted in alarm. The last drone was coming fast down the length of the gorge, looking as though it was heading straight for El’s impossibly-sized friend.

      Which was the problem. Val was too big. He was the largest Duergar that anyone had ever seen. It was ridiculous to think that he wasn’t an easy target for the machine-guided drone.

      Fzzzt! A steady lance of laser shot speared straight from one of the side ports of the Ponos Drone as it swept overhead, striking Val along his side and sending him flying with a pained grunt.

      No. Eliard forgot his unthought strategy and stood up, firing the Device on his arm at the final Ponos Drone as it banked over the littered wreckage of its downed sibling and returned to finish the job. The remaining Duergar warriors too had abandoned their covering positions at the injuring of their cherished leader and were standing now, firing short, contained bursts of fire at the Ponos Drone.

      It swerved, rolling high into the air to avoid the fire—

      Straight into Eliard’s net.

      THOOOM! Another explosion as the third and final drone met the wall of the gorge, sending heat and flames across everyone. When Eliard had picked himself up and stopped coughing and spluttering, he saw the smoke was rising, leaving the prone form of Val on the gorge floor.

      “Val! No!” Eliard was the first to clear the boulder field and skid across the dirt to the war chief’s side as the other Duergar were also roaring their dismay and bounding towards them.

      “Gurh…” But as well as being his greatest disadvantage, Val Pathok’s size was also an advantage of sorts. He was still alive from a laser shot that would have severed any smaller man or Duergar in two. As it was, Eliard saw that his friend was in critical condition. Ugly red burn marks swept down from one side of his large face, along the meat of his neck, and had completely blackened one arm. The damage didn’t stop there, however, as the Duergar had a blackened wound on his righthand side and another occupying his entire righthand calf.

      “How…bad…” Val Duergar hissed in pain as the other warriors started hurriedly dispensing painkillers and wound sprays from their battle harnesses.

      “You got hit by the laser shot.” Eliard didn’t think that the War Chief of the Duergar wanted to be sweet-talked. He had always been pragmatic and matter of fact. “I think your head and arm got winged, but it went through your side, and must have discharged through your calf,” Eliard said, his voice shaking.

      He had seen his friend in various scrapes before, and had even known the Duergar to have broken bones in their adventures as pirates. There was rarely a time when Eliard hadn’t been nursing similar injuries, him with his bruises and the Duergar with his cracked scales that would eventually fall off, to be replaced by shiny new scales underneath.

      It was a running joke, how much damage you went through… The human felt a gut-punch of shame. What damage you went through for me.

      “Lasers earth themselves when they strike,” one of the Duergar—perhaps a medic of some kind amongst their warlike number—said in stoic terms. “Burns and electric shocks don’t. But a powerful laser will have enough charge to travel through the body as an energy wave, before discharging again at the lowest point.”

      Eliard’s stomach turned over as he considered just what this medic was suggesting: that Val’s physical devastation wasn’t even the worst of his injuries. That terrible honor belonged to the internal organ damage that must have occurred between Val Pathok’s side and down his hip and leg.

      Fried organs. Boiled blood. Scorched bones, Eliard thought in horror. There had to be something that he could do, there had to be—

      The Device! he thought as the air in front of him filled with the astringent scent of antiseptic wound sprays. Hadn’t Eliard once saved Irie’s life by using the Device? When the Armcore war cruiser that they had been traveling with had crash-landed on the ice world of Epsilon G3-ov, and Ponos itself had broken its conditioning and attacked them.

      Irie had gotten hit in the chest by that metal maniac, Eliard remembered. He had asked the Device to adapt, to do something that would save him from the loss of his friend and the pain it would bring, and the Device had responded, releasing a blue-scale spore into Irie’s airways that somehow worked to restart her stilled heart…

      “Come on, please…” Eliard moved his arm bearing the Device to Val’s side. Couldn’t it do it again? Couldn’t the mutagenic qualities of the blue-scale virus do anything to a living system?

      “I might be able to help you, Val,” he whispered urgently. “The Device…”

      “No.” Val Pathok grunted, even through the fog of pain that the injections of painkillers weren’t even touching. With apparent effort that must have cost him dearly, Val thumped his still heavy, blackened hand on top of the Device, pushing it aside.

      “What?” Eliard’s face was a picture of alarm and misery.

      “Not that. I don’t want that,” Val was saying.

      “He’s delirious,” Eliard said frantically, moving the Device back again and trying to remember how he got it to release the mutagenic blue spores…

      “I. Said… No!” This time, Val’s decision was clear as he raised his blackened hand to bat at the Device away again, before collapsing back and panting heavily. The clustered Duergar had fallen silent around the scene, but several of them twitched their talons. It was clear that they would see that their chief’s last orders were obeyed, even if Eliard didn’t want to.

      “But…” Eliard said. Don’t go. Not like this.

      “But nothing, boss…” the Duergar whispered through blackened, scalded lips. “This is me. I don’t want to live not as me.”

      As I live, you mean? Eliard was suddenly, painfully aware. He could see why the Duergar made the decision. How much pain and tragedy had they been through ever since this mission had started? It had been Ponos who had convinced Eliard to infect himself with the Device, and ever since then, Eliard and his crew of the Mercury Blade had been used as a tool in Ponos’s war against Alpha.

      “This isn’t...the future…that was meant to happen, anyway.” Val struggled with the words as his body started to fail him. “You. Have. To go…back,” the war chief croaked.

      “But I don’t know how!” Eliard admitted. He knew where the warp gate was under his own palace, but he had no idea how he had used it, if it had even been him doing it at all!

      “Dammit, boss…” Val managed a snarl. “You’re the stars-damned Dread Pirate El… Find a way!”

      Eliard was stunned by the sharp slap of the rebuke, but it felt fitting at the same time. His oldest friend was right, of course. Now was not the time to admit any sort of defeat. The past depended on it. His friend’s life—his past life—depended on it.

      The Dread Pirate Captain El stumbled to his feet, looking down at the body of his comrade and brother-in-arms for a moment.

      “Where are you going?” one of the angrier Duergar beside him said.

      “You heard the war chief.” El’s voice firmed with a new conviction. “He gave me an order.”

      All of a sudden, the entire world around Eliard seemed different, as if he had finally taken off a pair of blindfolds. This wasn’t the future that he was supposed to live in. That Val Pathok and his renegade band of resistance fighters were supposed to be in. This was a future that he would do anything to avoid. That he would do everything to avoid.

      Eliard Martin, lord general of a deserted world, turned and marched over the rocks, heading straight for home.
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      A strange, calm sort of certainty filled Eliard’s steps as he crunched up the ruined hillside where his father’s stables had once stood, and out above it, joining up with the path that wound through the landscaped gardens and practice yards, past the destroyed workshops.

      It Watches… The graffiti warning haunted his steps, but every time he saw it, it only made his heart colder. So far, he had seen each and every one of his friends die in front of his eyes, often because of his own actions. He had infected Cassandra with the Q’Lot blue-scale virus and it had killed her. He had seen Irie’s heart stop. He had watched as Val Pathok’s body gave out.

      Granted, Cassie and Irie had both been—miraculously—granted another chance at life, and he was going to do everything he could to ensure that the Val Pathok of the past didn’t have to die, but it still made Eliard’s blood boil. He had helped put them through all of that suffering, and all that each of them had ever wanted was to do their job.

      Maybe this is what my father was always telling me, about noble responsibility, Eliard thought as he strode through the open archways of the Martin Palace, heading for that secretive little door off the main atrium.

      I have been such a fool, all my life, Eliard thought as he strode past the place where he would run around, playing with toys of space fighters, or the place where he would stare out of the elaborate windows long into the night, trying to name all the stars.

      No. Not a fool. Eliard paused by the window, feeling once again just an echo of the wonder that he had felt. He felt changed, different somehow. Like he could both accept the child he had been and even agree with his father.

      He had run away from this place because of his father’s harsh strictures and rules, and lectures about responsibility. He had to run away, Eliard now accepted. He would never have lived a happy life as some milky noble overseer, or even as a captain in his father’s air fleet.

      He was born for that wonder he had felt, but he had gone about getting it in all of the wrong ways.

      Everyone was right about me in that respect, at least. Eliard abandoned the window and kept on his steady march. He had been reckless, and young, and self-obsessed. He had only cared about making a name for himself, and only later had come to care about his crew.

      But now? From the vantage point of the future? Eliard could see what his father had been trying to drill into him: that we all have a duty to each other, and that any man or woman can only be as good as the crew—or friends—that they have around them. That was why the noble coalition was what it was—corrupt and bureaucratic and dull, yes, but in its best of moments, it was about people standing up to protect their families and friends.

      Eliard found the bust-open archway and slipped inside, moving down the narrow steps that led to the deserted underbelly of the palace. His black synth-leather boots crunched along the hall as he found the broken-open entrance to the hidden Valyien gate.

      All I have to do is work out how to get this thing operational, he thought as soon as he had crawled through the tunnel, to find, a little surprisingly, that it already was.

      “Huh?” He paused, watching the milky-white play of light and energy in the air above the inscribed circle. Once again, he could see the strange inscriptions and runes that seemed to dance and hurt his eyes as he looked at them. There didn’t appear to be any mechanical or other devices to generate the stable warp field, and yet nonetheless, it was still there—a floating cloud of light.

      Eliard walked up to the edge of the circle and stared hard at the stable warp field— the thing that shouldn’t even exist yet somehow did.

      How am I going to tell it to take me back? He had no idea.

      How am I going to tell it where to take me? He still had no idea.

      The captain tried to think back to his initial travel through the warp, unaided by a navigational computer or spacecraft around him.

      He had fallen in, for one thing. Or pushed… He had been pushed through the warp gate by one of the spider-drones, and he had fought it there in the deeps of warp space, or between-space, or wherever it was. He had thought that he was dying. No, he was sure that he was dying.

      And the pain and the confusion had made him yearn just to be home.

      Branton and the Martin Palace was home, Eliard realized. Or it was a home, anyway. Would his next journey be so simple as just stepping inside and thinking the words ‘take me back’? Somehow, Eliard was almost certain that it would be more complicated than that. It had to be, didn’t it?

      When he had wanted to be anywhere but inside that crushing pain, he had yearned to be home, but he had meant the Mercury Blade of course, surrounded by his friends. Instead, he had been transported ten years into the future to his childhood home, but with what remained of his friends.

      In one of those intuitive leaps that made Eliard the Dread Pirate Captain El, he realized that perhaps there was some sort of logic to using the warp gate.

      “It is a little like using warp coordinates,” he whispered. The warp gate had taken him to the next available place that was both homes for him: the Martin Palace on Branton, and his sole remaining friend, Val Pathok. What were the chances of Val arriving here on Branton at the same time he managed to jump in?

      The Valyien have been planning this for a long time. He remembered what he had realized about the warp gates. He knew that the strange minds that had built them didn’t think like his own. They weren’t human in the slightest.

      “If the Valyien knew that it was possible to travel both forward and backward through time as well as across distances by using warp travel…” Eliard reasoned out loud, “then they must have thought about time and space in radically different ways.” Their technology, like these gates, thought about time and space in different ways.

      “The gate must sort of pick out what you mean and try to match it up to the best possible coordinates,” he continued. Like it read your mind… Was that even possible?

      Anything is possible with the fourth-dimensional ancient Valyien, he thought.

      Which left Eliard with only question left to answer before he stepped into the warp, of his own free will—and with all available human science telling him that he would only burn himself up in an instant—and that was: where did he want to go?

      Eliard thought about the moon of Tritho, and the moon where he and his crew members had first seen Alpha. “I can think about that, for sure…” But he would have to go back to before Armcore had raised Alpha, wouldn’t he? And do what? Shoot a hole straight through the Armcore computers?

      I can do that, but…

      Wouldn’t Armcore just do it all again? And who was to say that the next possible Alpha wasn’t even more powerful than this one had been?

      “And there is Ponos, too, to destroy…” Eliard thought of what future-Val had told him about the new Ponos-Omega, and what it had become as soon as it had defeated and eaten Alpha.

      “Back to Epsilon G3-ov, then…” he considered. Where the ECN, the prototype of Alpha, had been made. He could certainly go back and destroy that before it even started to develop.

      But the Valyien would still be out there in that ab-universe, just waiting for a time to get in… Eliard knew, and now he had to consider the fact that he knew about the galaxy-spanning network of active warp gates that presumably the Valyien would one day step through again…

      He had to go back further. He had to go back to a time when he could destroy the warp gates entirely, and thus destroy any possibility of the ECN or Alpha coming into existence.

      Eliard hesitated for just a moment. That would be a one-way trip, he knew. He would never be able to travel back from there if he destroyed the network of warp gates, would he? He would never be able to fly the Mercury Blade again. He would never see Irie or Val again.

      He would never see Cassie again.

      The corners of eyes crinkled as he frowned. Was this what his father had always meant about the responsibility of a noble? To do the right thing, even if it meant throwing away every friend and good thing you ever had?

      Eliard took a deep breath and straightened his much disheveled, burnt, torn, and scratched black captain’s jacket. And then stepped into the warp field, and dissolved…
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      “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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “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…
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      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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      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.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Battle Intelligence

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      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.”
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      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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