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            Prologue: Data Nodes

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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        * * *

      

      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 sand 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 ride 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 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 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 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?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            What Lies Buried

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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 off 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

          

          

      

    

    







            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…
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      “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 by 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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      If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up our Science Fiction Newsletter. We have several fun things planned that will only be available to newsletter subscribers and we can’t wait to share those with you too. To start with,  you will get a free book. All the information is on the next page.
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        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!

      

        

      
        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      

      

      
        
        Sign up today!

      

        

      
        And don’t forget to check out the free preview on the next page.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bonus Content: Story Preview
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            Preview: Recruit

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack Forge sat in the lecture theater watching the hands on his small silver pocket watch tick across its shimmering pearl face. The latest grades would be revealed in a few moments. The room was silent as the students counted down the seconds.

      Attendance at his brother’s funeral had been authorized, so he had been free to leave his studies and attend. Jack knew missing time would count against his grade, but he was on top of his studies and his grades were excellent. He could afford to drop a few points and still maintain his two-plus student rating.

      The recruiting sergeant stood at the front of the theater next to Professor Bowen. One of these men wanted the students to maintain their two-plus, the other did not. His classmates watched the seconds tick down on the large display. Jack watched on his small family heirloom. It was all he had left of his family.

      The second hand reached the top of its final round. Jack heard the ripples of distress and gasps of horror as the students whose grades had dropped realized they were now the property of the military.

      Jack looked up to the display. He picked out his name. He saw it there pulsing on the screen in red, a pattern that could only mean one thing.  He scanned across to his grade. Two. Only two. The plus was missing for the first time in his three semesters.  Three other names pulsed. Jack knew them all. He’d studied with them, socialized with them, laughed with them. He would most likely never see them again.

      The sergeant barked out transfer orders to the first name on the list. Jack watched as the second hand ticked along. He was only seventeen seconds into his new life when his name was called out by the recruiting sergeant.

      “Jack Forge. Fleet Marine training.”

      Jack looked up from his watch. He looked at Professor Bowen. The old man was slumped in a chair, his eyes averted as his class was further reduced in number.

      The doors to the lecture theater opened and military police entered. Jack had seen this before. Students had complained and argued, fought and resisted their removal from university to the ranks of the military or some war production facility. The arguments were familiar to Jack. He heard the most common of them now from across the lecture theatre.

      The students being drafted into service promised to pull their grades back up. They argued that it was only a small drop. They argued that they were too smart to be sent to the military. The arguments and complaints descended into shouts and screams as the former students were dragged away. Friends shouted their good-byes. Lovers kissed and cried. As a guard came toward Jack, he tucked away his watch and stood. With a nod to his escort, he walked down the steps at the side of the lecture theater toward the open door.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Read the rest of the story here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07695FRGG
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