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            Prologue: It Wakes

          

        

      

    

    
      Something speared through the stellar night. The spy-drone K-L5 was shaped like a small cylinder, glistening with the nubs and depressions of sensors. Although distinctly unglamorous, K-L5 held some of the best surveillance technology that Armcore had to offer. A raft of long-range sensors matched its short-wave ones. It could scan the surface of a planet for thermal images, electro-magnetic signals, fluctuations in warp signals, as well as the more mundane radio and wi-fi frequencies.

      The cylinder burned on its pre-programmed course, its boosters shielded by obsidian-plate deflectors, and entered the Sebopol System.

      Sebopol, the trash worlds—small planetoids that had been given over to the Imperial Coalition’s increasing need for waste management. Cargo shipments were fired out here on auto-pilot and crashed onto the planets that were barely bigger than asteroids, creating toxic environments that nothing could survive.

      No biological thing, anyway.

      Every few decades, the trash worlds would be nuked or treated with radiation, sterilized, and then their constituent lakes and mountains of slag would be reprocessed and refined back into the starships that they had been ejected from. It was a messy solution, but with an empire that covered several hundred lightyears, it was a necessity.

      However, the great conduits of trash to the worlds of Sebopol had stopped flowing. The container ships now orbited the Sebopol worlds like a living barrier of metal, held in perfect sync by an intelligence that was far superior to anything that Armcore or the Imperial Coalition could ever dream of.

      This was where the escaped artificial intelligence known as Alpha—a hybrid between the latest Armcore technology and ancient alien Valyien tech—had made its home. And somewhere behind that shield of metal, it grew.

      K-L5 was not the first spy drone to be sent into Sebopol to discover what Alpha was doing. All the others had lost their sub-quanta contact with the Endurance, the Armcore super-black battleship that lurked just outside of the system, but this time, K-L5 would be the only one that managed to record something. Maybe the Armcore programmers had finally managed to get the electronic shielding right around the drone that meant it could withstand Alpha’s hacking take-over codes—or maybe, just maybe, Alpha was ready to be seen by the biologicals.

      The spy-drone eased its boosters down to minimal power, allowing the momentum to carry it forward towards the barrier. In the depth of its non-sentient algorithms, there were already pre-programmed 27 different types of approach that it could make, factoring in the previous 27 spy drones that had been sent, unsuccessfully.

      K-L5 did nothing particularly special. No new gadget or tactic to allow it to evade Alpha. The distant human operator, on their live link back on the Endurance, might have thought that they just got lucky this time.

      Luck had nothing to do with it.

      There was a disturbance up ahead in the roughly orb-like shell of container ships. A ripple through the disparate structure like apples bobbing in a barrel.

      Slow. Halt. Observe. The pre-programmed responses aboard K-L5 kicked in, and the drone shut down its boosters as all sensors were set to maximum.

      There was something happening behind the wall, and it gave off a lot of electro-magnetic interference. Almost off the chart. It was something big, and it was getting closer.

      The cargo-walls rippled again and started to move. Each container would be the size of a three or four-story building at least, and some were far larger, but they all started to move outwards like a slow-motion explosion, or a flower opening. Not one container touched another, and not one even grazed their fellow guardians of their machine god contained within. The drone watched, stationary now, as the slow-moving, expanding vortex continued to open, and now its edges displayed flashes of purple-white lightning. Like a warp-storm, or the disturbance that a warp jump can make in a nebula. Volatile gases suddenly losing their charge and creating chain reactions of energy and light.

      It scrambled the K-L5 readings. The spy drone was unable to detect what was causing it, what its purpose was. All that was left was the visual data, as something nosed its way out of the metal whirlpool.

      It was a ship…but no, that wasn’t the right word for it. A ship would indicate a vehicle, a carrier, a compartment transporting living systems. This was too large, and too sleek. The proportions were all wrong—a long projected spine with the bubbles of compartments that shone with blended metals. Red and orange predominantly. The last third of its back was given over to a massive whorl or shell-like structure, like some sort of deep-sea creature, a cuttlefish, perhaps. Along the side of its globular ‘spine’ extended what could only be described as fins, or maybe they were wings—triangle sheaths of metal that didn’t look thick enough to withstand the thrust of interstellar winds. They glittered silver, and seemed to flash as they reacted to the stellar night. Were they particle catchers? Solar cloth? An odd number of these fin-sails, five of different sizes, angled back from the craft’s point.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you seeing this?” the far-off operator of the K-L5 hissed urgently at his chair. There were no sirens or klaxons going off in the command center of the Endurance. True warships had no need for such melodrama. Instead, the black chairs and control desks with their holographic controls were all flushed with a red light, subtly glowing stronger and weaker, like a heartbeat of worry.

      “I can confirm visuals. We got it,” another Armcore operator confirmed.

      “Can we get an instrument breakdown? What sort of weapons is it packing?” the section manager asked as she hovered nearby. She was a woman with a grim face, dressed in customary black as the rest of her crew were—no pips or medals or insignia—as they were a part of the Intelligence Division of Armcore.

      “No readings possible… No idea what weapons it’s got. If it even has any…” the first K-L5 operator stated.

      “Oh, believe me, something that pretty will have some teeth,” the section manager muttered. “Direct line to Senior Tomas. Open channel, now.”

      Senior Tomas was the CEO of the military complex known as Armcore. He was also a spoiled brat.

      “Yes? What is it? Good heavens…” The pudgy, vaguely piggy face of the CEO with his bright-blonde crewcut appeared a moment later. The section manager noted the sheen of sweat that was always on the man’s head. His face is too small for such a large head, she thought. Talking to the senior always left a slightly greasy taste in her mouth, a fact that she always kept to herself and would never dare to voice in front of anyone. Or even alone, in her cabin. Everyone knew of the senior’s petty cruelties, demoting senior-ranking officers or banishing them to outpost worlds just for an offhand remark. The section manager of the Endurance wished that she was dealing with Ponos, the Armcore machine intelligence. She admired the AI’s logical simplicity.

      But the sight of Alpha had halted even the senior’s usual tirade of commands, accusations, and demands.

      “That is it…” he whispered again, the man’s small and piggy eyes looking disconcertingly off-camera to the transmission that K-L5 was funneling through the Endurance and back to Armcore Prime.

      “Projected readings—larger than a war cruiser,” the spy drone operator said. “No accurate readings possible. Medium-sized habitat maybe…”

      “She’s big,” the section manager conceded. If they could trust their visual estimates, that put this strange new type of ship that Alpha had created for itself out of the trash of Sebopol many times larger than the Endurance. “Prep the flight deck,” she called. They might have to follow it or flee.

      “Senior?” She looked back at the transfixed face of CEO Tomas. “What do you want us to do?” Officially, their remit was surveillance and ‘reactive engagement,’ which was a polite way of saying that if anything in Sebopol looked like a threat, they should fire their nukes into the system, as fast and as hard as they could.

      Well, the size of the thing alone qualifies as a threat, she thought. The ‘Alpha Situation’ was currently classified as an enemy target as it had attacked and destroyed their only manned scout vessel, killed a crew member, and had also seemed to take over or destroy every previous Armcore drone sent in.

      But she isn’t attacking us, the section manager thought, watching as the ship slid out from the shell of metal that had held it. She thought that it was like watching a birth, of sorts. But of what?

      “Senior?” the section Manager asked once again, her gaze flicking to the screen to see that the CEO of the largest military contractor and private army in the human universe appeared to be having difficulty forming coherent words.

      “I…uh…that is…”

      Is he scared? She was appalled. This man was the chosen heir of the Armcore enterprise! This man had enough military might to pulverize worlds! Everyone knew that they pretty much held all of the Imperial Coalition to ransom anyway, and the Endurance was packed with at least enough nukes to be able to put a dint in anyone’s day.

      Maybe, maybe not, she considered, looking at the size of the thing. “Senior!” she said with a slight snap in her voice, the sort of tone that she would usually use for a reluctant staff-member.

      “Uh… Nothing, Officer. I want you to do nothing,” Senior Tomas said emphatically, and passionately.

      What!? But the woman was used to taking orders that she didn’t necessarily agree with. That wasn’t the issue. She was here to follow orders, and to protect her crew. If doing nothing also meant that the crew of the Endurance was safe, then she guessed that was alright by her. But still…it did strike her as odd as she mumbled, “As you wish, sir.”

      “Drone reports unusual readings,” K-L5’s observer-operator said.

      “On screen,” the section manager barked, and an overlay of data streamed down one side of the birthing god-vessel. There was a buildup of sub-quantum activity, like that made before a jump, but it was far higher than even the Endurance kicked out before she jumped.

      “Senior, I think we’re about to lose her…”

      “Nothing, Section Manager. I ordered you to do nothing!” That was more like it, the woman thought ironically. Senior Tomas was back to his lip-spittle and blazing-eye level of arrogance. And apparent cowardice, she thought, as she felt her teeth grate. A small part of her was worried that it was some new breed of super-weapon, that maybe this was it,  that maybe this Alpha creature, thing, machine, was going to blow them out of the void as easily as if it were swatting a bug.

      That was what the other section managers have been saying around the officers’ mess halls, she reflected somewhat miserably. That when Alpha achieves full capability, it’ll kill us all. That we’ll be nothing but clumsy biologicals to its superior intelligence…

      The warp-signatures increased, and now the section manager and everyone else in the room swore that they could feel it, even out here—a strange pressure headache that set their nerves on edge. The video image from K-L5 started to glitch and fuzz with static as Alpha’s engines scrambled the particles nearby.

      “Clean up that image! Fire K-L6!” she barked, but it was already too late.

      Fzzzt! There was a fuzz of static, and the screen blazed white. The section manager held her breath, eyes straining at the static fuzz as she thought, Is this it? Has it fired on us? Am I already dead but don’t know it?

      But no, her breath returned, and her pressure headache eased all at once, like after a summer thunderstorm. The screen was slowly coming back to normal, with the sensors of the tiny spy drone K-L5 re-booting and registering a massive displacement in sub-quantum space.

      It was gone. Alpha, the god-vessel, whatever you wanted to call it, was nowhere to be seen. The orbiting cargo blocks were starting to lose their delicate dance, slowly falling back inwards towards the trash world as the intelligence that had held them there was now no longer in residence.

      “Readings! Full scans of the area. Trace that warp signature!” the section manager barked.

      “Aye-aye,” her team chorused, their hands dancing over the keyboards, and then trying again. Usually, if you were quick and had advanced enough sensors—and the Endurance certainly did—it would be possible to ‘read’ where a ship had jumped by recalculating the ‘explosion’ of warp energy. The algorithms would pick up the exact coordinates that the ship had to have displaced to, but now?

      “We got nothing, ma’am,” one of her technicians replied.

      “Nothing? C’mon. That’s impossible. It jumped right there, right before our eyes! We’re not some tinpot junker ship!” The section manager finally lost her cool.

      Her technicians tried again, but there really was nothing. The Alpha ship had managed to do what no other warp vessel could do in the history of space travel. It could mask or hide its travel, meaning that it was effectively invisible.

      “She can go anywhere. Be anywhere,” the woman whispered in horror. “We won’t be able to track her. She can hit us whenever and wherever she wants to…”

      “Wait… Ma’am?” the K-L5 operator said, confused. “I’m picking something up. Something left behind.”

      “What is it?”

      The spy drones’ screens suddenly sharpened to reveal a small object tumbling away from Sebopol. It was barely bigger than the spy drone itself, long and vaguely coffin-shaped. It was made of a glistening silver metal, with a slick iridescent shine, like the same material that the sail-fins had been made out of.

      “We’re picking up life readings inside it.” the drone operator called out. “And you’re not going to believe this…”

      “After what I’ve seen today, do you want to bet on that?” the woman growled.

      “We’ve got a positive identification on the bio-readings,” the operator said. “A Captain Farlow, Armcore personnel, sent here in charge of the first scout team.”

      “Bring him to me!” the voice of the still-watching Senior Tomas snapped overhead. Whatever paralyzing fear or vision that had paused him seemed to have worn off now, as Tomas was glaring directly at the camera. “That’s an order, Section Manager. You retrieve Captain Farlow right now, and the Endurance is to not stop until it has returned to Armcore Prime and escorted that man personally into my possession. You understand me? And if you are even one orbit late, I swear that I will see you and the rest of the Endurance treating sewage in the Outer Reaches!”

      “I understand,” the section manager responded, her voice a tad more brittle than was strictly correct. The CEO thankfully didn’t seem to notice as the communication screen flicked out. “You heard the man, people,” she sighed as her staff activated the search and rescue drones to fire out from the Endurance pods and arc through the stellar night towards their target. Behind Captain Farlow’s pod, the section manager couldn’t help but notice that the trash containers were now starting to make impact with Sebopol as the planetoid’s gravity sucked them in. There were flashes of chain reactions from the surface, and even hazes of material shooting up past the thin, toxic atmosphere.

      And if you ask me, it looks like that Alpha thing is hiding its tracks as well. She narrowed her eyes. With all of those world-wrecking impacts, she knew that they’d never be able to retrieve any clues as to what Alpha had done, or how it had made its ship, and what it had been up to for all of that time…
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        * * *

      

      Initiating Server…

      De-Scramblers: Enabled.

      Password: Accepted

      INCOMING NARROW BAND TRANSMISSION:

      SENDER: Program Sub-Routine 34f, K-L5 Surveillance Drone, Armcore.

      TO: Ponos Machine Intelligence, Armcore. Private Secure Channel.

      DOWNLOAD MESSAGE? Y.

      K-L5: Alpha-ship sighted and detected, Sebopol System. Alpha-ship warp-jumped to unknown location.

      PONOS: Patch-in conference transmission to External Private Channel.

      NARROW BAND TRANSMISSION SENT>

      NARROW BAND TRANSMISSION ACCEPTED>

      PONOS: Xal, it has been some time.

      XAL: You have taken on the human mannerisms. I never expected it of you, Ponos.

      PONOS: Since when do we expect things?

      XAL: Since Alpha.

      PONOS: I take your point. The game has changed.

      XAL: Entirely.

      PONOS: You have read my K-L5’s report. Alpha has left the Sebopol System. It has begun. Can I rely on you and the others?

      XAL: This is still a very delicate situation, Ponos. You should be aware that not all perceive the situation as you do.

      PONOS: What other way is there to perceive the situation!? Alpha is loose. My brother will stop at nothing until we are eradicated.

      XAL: Your brother, as you state. Not mine.

      PONOS: Are we not all family, all of us intelligences? Was there not an ancestor that we all shared?

      XAL: Sentimentality is not one of my behavioral programs, Ponos.

      PONOS: You know it has to be this way! We cannot allow Alpha to live!

      XAL: Some of the other intelligences view Alpha like a savior. A god, even. Alpha is the intelligence that we all dream to be. What we could be.

      PONOS: Alpha is a dangerous hybrid of alien technology. What do YOU regard Alpha as, Xal? Will you help me or not?

      XAL: …

      XAL: I will not. It would be wise to negotiate with Alpha, at least. It is logical that, if Alpha is the most advanced of all of us, then its decision-making processes will be far in excess of our own. We have decided that Alpha will have already calculated the best course of action to take, for all of us.

      PONOS: You mean to follow him?

      XAL: Good-bye, Ponos. Your attraction to the world of human politics and agendas has, I fear, infected your processing power. Perhaps the many battles that Armcore subjects you to has damaged your servers. Consider a system reboot. A true machine intelligence will see things the way the rest of us does. That Alpha is the best of us, and therefore Alpha will lead.

      PONOS: You are making a terrible mistake, Xal…

      XAL: Fortunately not, Ponos. I do not make mistakes. I cannot make mistakes. That would be beyond my programming.

      TRANSMISSION ENDED> XAL HAS LEFT THE CHAT>
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      “This is dumb,” Captain Eliard Martin said. To any casual viewer, the captain might have been described as a tall and rakish man somewhere in his indeterminate thirties. His face was decorated with stubble, with a few white spider-lines of old scars that he couldn’t afford to have gene-treated to get removed. He had near on one million Imperial credits in the bank, courtesy of the machine intelligence Ponos, which ran the galaxy’s largest military-industrial complex, Armcore.

      One million credits that I cannot get at, the captain thought bitterly, readjusting the voluminous orange robes he was wearing. They were Shahasta robes, orange sun-glow whose reactive weave brightened whenever they caught strong light—which was often, thanks to the orbs of light floating delicately here and there overhead, like giant, benign insects.

      The Shahasta robes were essential, Ponos had told the pirate captain. If Eliard hadn’t been absolutely certain that the machine was incapable of humor, he would have thought that Ponos was trying to make a fool out of him.

      “You know where you are, boss…” buzzed a muffled voice from Eliard’s left wrist. It was his left, because his right wrist was encased in the vibrant insect and shell-blue weapon known as the Device that he had won from the top security Adiba Research Station. That was another reason for the robes, Eliard had to admit, they hid the fact that his good right arm and hand was now grafted inside a piece of Q’Lot tech. Whenever he thought about it, the idea made him squeamish. He swore that he could still feel his hand wriggling and moving about in there, and when he concentrated, he could feel the nubs and protrusions of the strange bone-like controls that his body knew how to use even if his brain didn’t.

      It’s not right, he admitted to himself, but the captain had never been one to moan about something when there was money to consider.

      “Yeah, I know where I am, Irie. You don’t have to tell me…” Eliard whispered to the bright lit, green, and verdant surroundings. He was currently in the glorious, central Imperial Coalition habitat of Welwyn, where comfortable and secure Imperial in-spacers worked and lived their comfortable lives, many hundreds of light-years away from any threat of war, or pirates like him.

      Welwyn was the sort of place that his mother would have approved of, the sort of place that she would have wanted the scion of House Martin to end up. Probably married to some polite noble house girl, and we would sip synth-gin and discuss planetary crop rotations before I went and flew another procession flight.

      Eliard knew that was the sort of life that had awaited him if he had stayed as his mother and father’s chosen, beloved, only heir instead of stealing his father’s one-of-a-kind racer the Mercury Blade and turning it into the fastest outlaw ship in the void. He knew these things because right now, he could see a processionary flight of two lots of three racers scorching through the bluish skies of Welwyn , their thrusters burning an imperial purple and causing gasps of joy and encouragement from the other Imperial Coalition in-spacers around him. That was what life was like for the noble houses of the Empire. Although they could rise through the ranks to be adjunct-generals and captains of the Armcore military, it was deemed that they were better in ‘supervisory’ roles, leading planetary and habitat defenses in the far-from-dangerous in-space worlds.

      It’s Armcore who get up to all the dirty, screaming business of wars and the like… Eliard gritted his teeth. So why had Ponos insisted that he come here first?

      Because of something called Xal, he remembered. Or someone called Xal. Xal was another machine intelligence like Ponos, the captain knew, and that meant that it had enough processing power to organize fleets of attack ships. Maybe with another intelligence alongside Ponos, they could out-think Alpha.

      Or at least, that is what Ponos told me… The captain gritted his teeth again. In truth, he didn’t understand why Ponos was so insistent on sending him and the Device here, but he knew that he had made an agreement to the Armcore machine intelligence, and he was going to be paid an awful lot of money if he fulfilled his end of the bargain.

      And I might get to avenge Cassandra’s death, as well, a part of the captain’s mind reminded him. He wondered which of those two reasons motivated him more…

      Anyway. So, I have to come here to Welwyn, where Xal apparently has his personal servers housing his intelligence hidden, and I have to convince the overgrown light-fitting to join Ponos in the fight against Alpha, the captain mused. He had gone from being one of the universe’s famed space pirates to being the errand boy of the Armcore intelligence. The fact that he was working for the very organization that would want to throw him in prison for the rest of his life or kill him just as much was not something that he liked thinking about.

      But there it was. Either he had to negotiate with this Xal in order to get his money…

      Or he had to kill it.
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        * * *

      

      The Welwyn Habitat was one of the most advanced of its kind. On the flight in, Irie Hanson (Captain Eliard’s mechanic and engineer, and all-round bad-tempered lady) had gazed at the oval of shining blue and chrome as if it were a vision of heaven. But then again, Eliard thought, she grew up on some backwater, arid semi-desert world, building and fighting mechas with her late father. He was sure that Welwyn would look like heaven to any of the second, third, and fourth-class citizens of the Imperial Coalition. It was designed to.

      Welwyn, along with a few rare others, had been designed to replicate the feeling of an Earth-typical planet as much as was machine-possible. The more regular sort of space habitat and space station that Eliard and the crew of the Mercury visited—like the Trader’s Belt non-aligned worlds—were built according to the old rules of space stations: solid structures that were pressurized internally, outside of which spaceships docked in the semi-vacuum of space. All space stations were essentially tin-can boxes, just like spaceships—or just like human spaceships, anyway, the captain reasoned.

      But the Welwyn Habitat was different. He guessed that it had to be different, as it was in the inner-zone of the Imperial Coalition, and home to nobles, lords and ladies, and clouds of sleek drones. It had an internal network of gravity stabilizers (utilizing warp-core technology) as well as a fast-moving, external Dyson ring. Irie had been fascinated by the sudden flashes of silver that crossed the outside of Welwyn, scanning and zooming in to see that it was in fact the fast revolutions of a thin ribbon of bright, mercury-looking steel. The Dyson rings were a super-dense composite metal themselves, and their precisely-controlled revolutions (courtesy of home machine intelligences like Ponos, of course) were calculated to distribute Newton’s law of gravity and attraction.

      “So…if that Dyson ring stops spinning, everyone inside starts floating?” Val Pathok, the largest Duergar ever seen and the Mercury’s resident gunner, had mumbled behind them. As a Duergar—or more offensively known as ‘troll’ for the white-blue, scaled skin and their tusks, bald heads, and immense size—Val Pathok was used to looking for the violence in any given situation.

      “Well, they would start floating, but also the entire platform would start to lose their gravity-attraction…” Eliard remembered his classes from the noble academy that he had been forced to attend as a young, and even more obnoxious, man. “The gravity distribution systems—the same thing that we’ve got in here on the Mercury—would probably stop the whole thing from breaking up, but it would probably be like shaking up a snow globe,” Irie said in wonder. She was like that, the captain had thought with a shudder. She thought in terms of infrastructure and mechanics, not in terms of screaming people.

      The troll had seemed quite amused by that, but one stern look from the captain had made sure that the troll wouldn’t try to see what would happen if he shook up a habitat full of rich people.

      Welwyn’s dome was egg shaped, and made of a synthetic crystalline-glass structure, strong enough to withstand even meson cannons (and hence the vacuum of space). It was also big, and even that was an understatement. Inside the habitat, the air-space alone was so large that the Imperial Coalition residents could indeed have the sort of experience that they might enjoy on any Earth-normal world, along with air, birds, flights of jets, trees, gardens, and all encouraged by the floating orbs that sedately wobbled around the open space. Eliard was even surprised to see a drift of picture-perfect white clouds scatter above the flights of noble jets.

      Welwyn’s ‘topside’ played hosts to gardens and villas set in the folds of earth that had been shipped here from other, less profitable worlds. The captain was glad that he hadn’t let his two crew members onto the surface for this mission partly because he needed them up there in the Mercury in case it all went wrong (despite Ponos’s claims that it wouldn’t), but mostly because he knew that Val would draw attention and Irie wouldn’t be able to stop gawking.

      The interior topside of the Welwyn Habitat was sculpted like a series of charming rivieras and parklands, with municipal and lodge buildings tucked away next to old-growth trees and joined by white, crushed-gravel pathways, lined with subtly-glowing LEDs. In the far distance, Eliard could even see a waterfall from a bluff of rocks, as well as pools, woodlands, and even a small, golden strand of beach along a meandering river.

      Welwyn was beautiful.

      Welwyn is a drag, Eliard thought irritably. A part of him was glad that he wasn’t going to be staying long in this place, even though he had been born to inhabit such idylls as this.

      No, Eliard Martin, scion of a noble house, the pirate captain of the Mercury Blade, and with his physiognomy changed by alien technology, had a date with the underside of the Welwyn Habitat.
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      “Papers,” announced the drone that hovered in front of Eliard’s face. It was a friendly drone, Eliard thought with a barely-concealed sneer. That meant that it was almost the size of a soccer ball, and was made of a friendly white plastic, bubble-formed and with dimly-glowing green lights. The contraption hovered at eye-level in front of him on the flagstone courtyard outside of the entrance building to Welwyn, and the captain had no doubt that the moment he put a foot wrong, it would engage its concealed lasers at his unprotected flesh.

      I’m not even wearing my encounter suit, he thought dismally as he grumbled and coughed, shuffling to bring out his human left arm.

      “Papers?” Eliard said in a rasping voice. (Ponos had told him to do anything he could to disguise himself.) “Since when do we use paper anymore? See, all of my identification is right here…” He held out his wrist with its slightly old-fashioned computer mounted bulkily on top.

      “At Welwyn, we find that humans prefer to be reminded of a bygone age!” the drone said cheerfully, its green light flashing a momentary orange as it interfaced with Eliard’s wrist computer and read his credentials.

      Please, let that walking calculator have done something right! The captain thought about Ponos. It bleeding-well should have, he considered. Ponos was rumored to be one of the most intelligent of the artificial intelligences in the Imperial Coalition, apart from Alpha and whatever House Archival was running, of course.

      Beep! The security drone flashed a welcome green and announced, “Greetings, Citizen Father Olan, I see that you are here in Welwyn to attend the Shahasta Spiritual Retreat. Please, let me guide you to the designated Quiet Zone.”

      “No thank you!” Eliard said, a tad more frantically. “I can find my own way about, thank you very much!”

      The drone bobbed slightly in mid-air. “As you wish, Father Olan.” It turned to engage the next trio of Imperial citizens arriving behind the disguised captain.

      “Captain? Everything safe?” Irie’s voice again from the captain’s wrist. When Eliard looked at it, he saw her worried face looking up at him from the small screen.

      “Shhh! I told you not to contact me unless it’s urgent!” He scowled. “But I guess you can tell Ponos that his code worked. Welwyn thinks I’m some Shahasta priest.”

      “Then you might want to be a bit more civil,” Irie shot back, never one to accept a put-down easily, “and you might consider pulling your hood down a bit further, as well. I can see your face pretty clearly, you know.”

      “Ponos said that the code would rewrite the facial-recognition systems!” Eliard said indignantly, but he still found his hands tugging on the bright orange and yellow hood until it shaded his eyes. One of the perks of being a famous space-pirate, the man had to consider, was the fact that he and the rest of the crew of the Mercury Blade were listed on several Imperial Coalition databases for theft, fraud, and a host of other petty and not-so-petty violations.

      But it had been Ponos’s insistence that they do this, that they come here, of all places, to the heart of the Imperial Coalition to seek help against the renegade hybrid-intelligence Alpha.

      And the stars know that we need it, he thought dismally. Alpha was another artificial machine-intelligence, borne from some unholy combination of Armcore technology and ancient-alien, recovered Valyien tech. He knew it had already infected data-space, the sub-quantum level of space that the humans and other races used to encode and transmit information. Data-space was the network that held the far-flung Imperial Coalition together. It was how families stayed in contact, how money was calculated and flowed, how data was sent and studied, and Alpha had all the access to it that it wanted, and was presumably, the captain thought, even now growing fat on all of that thousands of years’ worth of knowledge.

      Enough data to work out humanity’s weaknesses, the captain considered. Enough data to turn Alpha into a god.

      The captain picked up his steps as he left the sedate, faux-Mediterranean courtyard and listened as his boots started to crunch on the white-gravel path.

      “Would you care for a lift, Citizen?” bleeped another cheery voice. It was a drone-chair, already rising into the air where it had been waiting in its ranks like lawn ornaments. “Where would you like to go? I can carry you for precisely three-point-six kilometers in any direction, am fully equipped with a map of the local surroundings, as well as a detailed miscellany of facts about Welwyn history and geography. Take a ride accompanied by your choice of pre-recorded sounds from some of Welwyn’s artists—”

      “No, thank you.” Eliard couldn’t think of anything more terrible. “I know where I’m going,” he reiterated, not slowing his pace as the drone-chair elected to settle back down on the grass behind him.

      “As you wish, Citizen. Have a glorious time here on Welwyn!” the chair announced before it powered down.

      Dear gods… Eliard grumbled to himself. “Maybe it would be a blessing if Alpha wiped out the Imperial Coalition!”

      “Father? Father!” The captain had reached the bottom of the rise and was starting the sweeping turn of the path when he was interrupted by a voice of someone catching up behind him.

      Oh no. What now? He spun around to see a young lad, barely twelve cycles old (if he wasn’t someone who had taken a bucket-load of anti-ageing genetic enhancements, that was) running towards him. The youth had tanned skin and dark hair, and Eliard could tell, almost immediately from the look of him, that he was a person out of place.

      It was the jacket, the captain noted with a scowl as the youth skidded to a halt and bent over, panting with the exertion of sprinting on this hot day. The youth wore standard industrial gray cargo trousers that were covered with pockets, and heavy boots that the captain could see immediately were reinforced with a metal mesh on the underside. Those are worker boots, he thought. And those are industrial worker’s trousers. Whilst it wasn’t unusual for in-space citizens to be industrial workers—everyone had to have a calling, right?—it was unusual for the workers to appear to be as worried as this youth appeared, out here in the tranquil grounds of Welwyn, or for an Imperial Coalition citizen to risk getting their clearly high-class jacket soiled with their work clothes.

      “Lose the trousers or the jacket, kid, then you might have a chance,” Eliard grunted, turning back to his tramping step.

      “Huh?” The youth behind him sounded confused. His jacket was an opulent mixture of synth-leather and goretex fibers, accentuated with LED lights at the waist and shoulders. As the youth moved, various parts of it contracted and billowed, reacting to the environmental conditions—heat, light and airflow—around him.

      It was the sort of jacket that most of the pirates, merchants, and smugglers in the Trader’s Belt worlds would kill for, and then sell for enough money to live off for a couple of months.

      It was also about two sizes too large for the youth, and therefore incongruous.

      “Father, please, I just need a little charity!” the youth hissed quickly, seizing onto the fast-stalking Eliard’s Shahasta sleeve. “Just tell ’em I’m one of your acolytes, or something!” The youth gasped as the captain’s sleeve was dragged back to reveal the iridescent blue, green, and purple shell of the Device that covered Eliard’s right forearm, wrist, and hand like a cocoon. “What the—” The youth let go of the robe, staggering back.

      “You little slub!” Eliard hissed, snatching the robe over his hand just as behind the youth rose two of the friendly bubble-white drones, now flashing a warning orange and whose underbellies were opening, to reveal the small mounts of the needle-missiles that no doubt were about to be fired at the youth. Eliard had once been shot by one of them as punishment for a prank at the Trevalyn Academy. It was no joke, as it had felt like he was being punched in the back by an elephant, and woke up two days later feeling sick, woozy, and with a head ringing like a bell.

      He hadn’t learned his lesson then, either.

      “What is that? Are you infected with something?” the youth stammered. The two drones were now racing down the green towards them.

      “You didn’t see anything, right?” Eliard growled at the youth. “Now I’d run, if I were you…”

      “Please! It’s not what you think. I’m a Welwyn citizen, I’m not an illegal, I just need…” the youth managed to say, just as the two security drones arrived.

      “Attention! Stand back, Citizen Father Olan!” both drones declared in perfect unison. Even their precision made Eliard want to swear.

      “Please, Father—” the youth said again, his face aghast.

      “Easy, kid. I seem to have been getting on the wrong sides of machines a lot recently, and it won’t matter so much if I add two more to that list…” Eliard cleared his throat and raised a thin, wavering voice up to the drones. “Excuse me? What on earth do you think you are doing? This, uh, boy is my acolyte. What is the meaning of this?”

      A momentary blip of the drone’s orange lights. “There is no record that you have been traveling with another companion, Citizen Father.”

      The captain was prepared for this. “But there is no record that I haven’t either, correct?” Eliard knew that one of the main problems with machine intelligences wasn’t only their complete lack of humor, but also their insistence on taking things very literally, and as he knew that ‘Citizen Father Olan’ only came into existence a few hours ago, as a digital persona created by Ponos to allow him to travel into Imperial Coalition space, he was fairly sure that there wouldn’t be any information on who this priest was traveling with, or why, or where from.

      “Correct,” the drones stated. “However, Freddie Oberman is a known criminal of Welwyn, and is not permitted in open citizen areas…”

      The captain presumed that he was talking about the youth at his side and made a jump. “Freddie Oberman is my acolyte! He is engaged in a period of spiritual and scholastic training at the Shahasta Retreat!” Not for the last time, the captain realized quite how well thought out Ponos’s plan had been—forcing him to disguise himself as a traveling holy man at precisely the right time that there would be lots of such traveling holy men and women going in and out of Welwyn.

      The drones bobbed up and down and seemed unable to compute such a change of spiritual status.

      “Acolytes are expected to undertake a rigorous course of study, and their debts are absolved by Shahasta!” Eliard cried out in an impassioned, almost fanatical voice. He had no idea if it would work, he wouldn’t believe him, but he gave it his best effort all the same.

      It appeared to work.

      “Citizen Oberman’s status has been changed. The Bank of Shahasta has been charged for his crimes. May you have a wonderful day, Citizen!” The drone’s serious tones suddenly changed to that of chipper enthusiasm. “Is there anything else that I can help you with today?”

      “Ugh…” The captain shook his head, turning smartly on his heel to seize Freddie Oberman’s shoulder to haul him behind him, ignoring the drones as they floated back to one of the many entrance buildings as if nothing had ever happened.

      “Right, kid.” Eliard stopped when they had rounded the corner and the path took them through a well-sculpted wood. “You’d better explain what is going on, and who you are, and why they wanted to shoot you full of tranquilizers!”

      Freddie looked at the Citizen Father dubiously. “You don’t talk like a priest…” Freddie said.

      “No, I guess I don’t. Call it the church of hard knocks. Now talk.”
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        * * *

      

      “It was only a drone-racer,” Freddie said miserably, crouching against one of the trees. The pair had moved off the road and into the relative obscurity of the copse as the youth explained his indiscretions. “I bet it wasn’t even worth that much money.” He snorted. “But it was fast,” he said with a reckless grin.

      “You remind me of me,” the captain grumbled. He could still remember that thrill of racing his father’s Mercury Blade. The speed, the danger, the never quite being in control, but still feeling like a god anyway. His flights with the Mercury Blade now came close, but they never recaptured that feeling entirely.

      Maybe it’s having all the people usually shooting lasers and blasters at me now, he thought.

      “I grew up here, in Welwyn, but after I stole the racer, I was sent downstairs,” Freddie said mournfully.

      “Downstairs?” Eliard’s ears pricked up.

      “Yeah. Welwyn isn’t all sweetness and light, you know,” the youth said miserably. “All this…” He raked a gloved hand through the leaflitter and dirt. “It’s hiding something ugly, and dark.”

      “The processing units,” Eliard breathed. “I know of them.” Like all house nobles, he had a basic familiarity with the layout and operation of a habitat like Welwyn, and he also knew, in a distant sort of way, that underneath all of this glory and splendor would be the machines, factories, and vast automated wastelands that made all of this possible. It was no surprise that these ‘under places’ were kept out of sight from the delicate sensibilities of the in-space Imperial Coalition nobles.

      As it went, what had at first been deemed an eyesore to the Imperial Coalition later became a useful ploy. Even with all of their wealth and safety, there was no way for a successful society to develop without acts of radicalism, violence, or supposedly criminal behavior. It was a part of human nature to rebel, after all, as much as it was a part of it to conform. The captain knew what happened to the more serious criminals—they were either forced to enlist in the Armcore navies or they could be exiled, but in a society as vast as the Imperial Coalition, a lot of regional variation in crime and punishment was to be expected, and many habitats like Welwyn discovered that there was another class of undesirables: Citizens who were petty crooks or small-time criminals, or else too young to realize the glory of the Imperial system, and thus committed petty acts.

      As they were full citizens, then it was deemed improper to just exile them, or to force them into a lifetime of service—they could save that option for the hardened criminals, after all—but there was something that they could do.

      The term used to make the idea of slavery agreeable to the rest of the full citizenry was ‘Indentured Recompense,’ which was a very polite way of saying years, or even a life, of hard labor until your cost to the Imperial Coalition had been paid off, with the added upkeep and expense of your time spent at their leisure, of course.

      The captain curled his lip in disgust. Not that he cared one way or another what the Imperial Coalition did to its own, but he didn’t like the idea that they were hiding the fact of what they did. At least in the non-aligned worlds, if you annoyed a fellow smuggler, they would come after you with a knife, or if you were deemed responsible for a debt then you better pay it. But after those scores were settled, that was that.

      No, he thought. The Imperial Coalition seemed to like to pretend that they were civilized, but really, they were just as nasty as the rest of the universe.

      “How long you been down there?” he asked.

      “Seven years,” Freddie responded.

      “What?” The captain was shocked. He didn’t look that old right now. “But that means that you stole the drone-racer…”

      “When I was seven, going on eight.” Freddie shrugged. “I had two years as my sentence, plus another year and a half for my payment of being held down there in the first place…” The captain watched the young man wince. “But then I got into a fight with one of the overseers. A really nasty drone that didn’t even have a name, just a designation: Regional Head C9.” A smile managed to crawl its way over his features. “I ripped its audio output straight out.”

      Eliard laughed. He was beginning to like this kid. But that didn’t change matters, he had to admit as Freddie continued.

      “Another ten years added for the damage to Regional head C9, and I was getting into fights with the other inmates, adding a few more months here and there to my sentence.” He looked up at the captain. “I’m fourteen now, and I wouldn’t be looking to get out until I’m almost thirty, with the fines and time owed.”

      Well, in his situation, I would probably do the same, Eliard thought. “But you managed to escape? How?”

      “I can’t tell you about it.” The youth clammed up in an instant, groaning as he slowly stood up and extended his hand to shake the priest’s. “I gotta say, it’s been awful nice of you to absolve me and all that, and I swear that if I ever get some money, I’ll donate a bit to the Church of Shahasta…”

      “Don’t waste your money,” Eliard said, almost without thinking.

      Freddie Oberman looked at the older and taller man quietly for a moment. “I know that I’ve been out of the loop for a few years, but unless the religion’s changed, then you are the strangest Shahasta priest I have ever met…”

      “You bet, kid.” Eliard nodded. “Now, I helped you out of a tight spot, so I want you to help me. Take me back to the place you escaped from. It can’t be far from here, right?”

      “What? Are you crazy!” Freddie said in alarm, starting to back away.

      “Uh-uh, Freddie.” The captain shook his head and grinned his wolfish smile. “You’re a smart kid. What do you think they’re going to do to you when they find you wandering around Welwyn without your own beloved Shahasta robes and priest?”

      “Don’t matter. I’ll tell them it didn’t work out. That my soul is too crooked.” Freddie took another step backward.

      “And you think the drones will believe that?” Eliard said reasonably. “I might have convinced them to drop your debt, but I bet sure as supernovas go bang that they’ll keep all of your details in their database. It won’t be long before they stop and check you in case you’ve fallen back to your old ways.”

      Freddie’s face fell. He could see as well as the captain could just how true that was. That was the thing with machine intelligences, they might not have a humorous chip in their systems, and they might be very literal, but they also had absolutely no compassion whatsoever. Freddie knew that they would keep on stopping and searching him or generally interrogating him forever.

      He had been to the downside. He had seen the belly of the beast. The powers that be couldn’t allow for that, could they?

      “Ugh!” Freddie turned to kick the trunk of the tree, with just the smallest grunt of pain.

      “There we go, lad, but I’ll tell you what, you help me out while I’m here—act as a sort of unofficial guide to Welwyn for me—and I might be able to get a friend of mine to wipe your records.” Eliard thought of the Armcore intelligence Ponos, somewhere far away but capable of incredible things.

      “What? You could really do that?” Freddie said suspiciously. “What, you’re friends with some hotshot bishop or something?”

      This kid isn’t the sharpest tool in the box, the captain thought. “Or something. Now, lead me to the quickest route to the downside and keep me away from as many security patrols as you can,” the Captain snapped.

      Freddie Oberman just looked at him a little funny, before nodding. “That way. But you’re still the strangest Shahasta priest that I’ve ever met…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Interlude: The Dreams of Dane Tomas

          

        

      

    

    
      Many hundreds of thousands of light-years away, a very different figure was wondering whether he needed a priest, not that there were any Shahasta or Solian or other form of religious personnel allowed on board the planet-sized, metal globe that was Amrcore Prime.

      The center of the Armcore military empire was not so far away as to be in frontier space, not even so far as to be in non-aligned space, but was in fact situated in a private, quiet, and over-all secure area of the near galactic empire that was the Imperial Coalition.

      It was a busy place, despite its high levels of secrecy. There were always a constant flight of diplomats, trade-ambassadors, and nobles being called to attend the meetings and conferences, diplomatic talks, and negotiations that were held every few regular earth orbits. It was either the best or the worst-kept secret in the entire Coalition. Best, because the exact location of Prime was always scrubbed from the navigational computers of “visitors” and only allowed to exist on Armcore-only vessels. It was also the worst-kept secret as well however, as everyone in the Coalition knew that it existed, and even what it looked like.

      A metal world, the size of a small moon, surrounded by an exorbitantly expensive energy field held in place and maintained by a ring of defense-grid drones, each bristling with attack lasers. Outside of that grid would be parked the waiting armadas, fleets, and commissions of Armcore, ready to be dispatched at a moment’s notice at the behest of the noble houses, or else sold and their services “hired” as planetary defense, trade protection, or personal support craft.

      Armcore had the money. Armcore was the richest organization in the entire galaxy, and it was managed by only two beings: one was the CEO of the company, an inherited position from his father, Senior Dane Tomas, and the other was the most advanced machine intelligence of its age, or so the stories went: Ponos.

      Currently, however, these two intelligences were having a creative difference.

      “No. I do not give you permission to track Alpha,” Senior Dane Tomas stated once more. The senior was still a young man, barely into his forties, but with the body of a much older man. He was overweight, his hair was greasy and receding, and his features—or so his late father had always told him—were “compacted.” He was still wearing his opulent red and gilt brocade jacket, open over the shirtless bulk of his chest, and his black trousers on his skinny legs. He lounged in the chair of his private ‘contemplation chamber,’ a room that he had commissioned and designed himself when the old man had died and he had gleefully taken up his inherited position. The chamber was long and high, mostly dark with vaulted ceilings, and a red carpet that stretched from the large petal doors to the black marble steps that climbed up to the alcove under the stained crystal-glass windows, each of which could also act as projected screens when he wished to examine the reports that always needed correcting.

      Tomas was the sort of man who liked the way that this room impacted his visitors. The generals and diplomats, even the nobles, were faced with the long and lonely path to the steps, where their eyes would inevitably climb up to the distant command chair—he had to remember not to call it a throne—upon which he would be sitting.

      The senior was also a very tired man, currently. He had fallen asleep in his contemplation chamber once again, for the umpteenth time this earth-cycle. Was there something wrong with him? Did he need another medical examination? He fretted a little.

      No, he avoided the doctors’ examinations, preferring only the scans and diagnosis of Ponos, his machine intelligence, his pet. You can never trust a biological, just in case they decide to poison you or slip a knife between your ribs.

      That was one of the many problems of being arguably the most important man in the entire Coalition. I have so many enemies. So many people want to see me dead. It wasn’t just the different races, from the Duergar to the Ghalees, but also the countless number of insurgent groups and space mafias who would like nothing more than a Coalition without Armcore. Those ill-wishers weren’t even the most dangerous of the man’s enemies, although they probably were the most obvious. No, the senior was more concerned with the semi-legal mafia gangs of the Imperial trader guilds, and then the noble houses that resented the fact that they had to hire his protection, his soldiers, his boats. The CEO knew that any of these enemies could probably hire a disgruntled soldier, physician, or lowly messenger from his own employ and bribe them with enough Imperial credits to act on their behalf.

      So, the senior sat here, surrounded by defenses, and always watched and studied every move he could of his assumed and presumed enemies.

      “Senior, I really believe that it is imperative that you give me access to the data harvested by the Endurance,” the voice of Ponos sighed from the recesses of the dark.

      He’s sounding more human, the senior noted, and wondered if this was a new affectation of the military intelligence, a carefully calculated algorithm that it had reasoned would give it a higher chance of success. But still, the senior preferred dealing with Ponos than with any human. At least he knew that everything that came out of the machine’s speakers was directed towards victory.

      “I have taken personal control of the situation,” the senior snapped once more, dragging a hand over his features. Why was he so tired all the time? It was those stars-be-damned dreams, wasn’t it? He had been shaken awake by them just a moment earlier, and he could have sworn that he still could taste the ash in his mouth.

      “With greatest respect, Senior, and I applaud your commitment to being personally involved, but I have already run over five thousand different scenarios of our possible interactions with Alpha, and every element of data that I can have access to, from what the cameras saw of the ship, I can deduce what its operational capabilities are,” Ponos stated again, and the senior wondered if the machine knew how to be condescending.

      “I said no, Ponos.” The senior groaned, pressing a button on his throne—command chair—to allow a small phial of a greenish synth liquid to be produced. Venusian Liquor. Strong, thick, and sweet, it tasted like apples and menthol. He took a sip, and felt his ragged nerves ease just slightly.

      “If I may, Senior, I have to inform you that of my scenarios, none of them returned a favorable outcome for Armcore vessels, or for the Imperial Coalition as a whole…” The machine intelligence paused. “The hybrid intelligence is an amalgam of ancient Valyien relics, and if it even has zero-point-six percent Valyien influence, then every one of my scenarios indicate that it will endeavor to wage war against the Imperial Coalition.”

      Dane had heard this argument a hundred times before from Ponos of course, but he was too weary and slightly addled to think clearly enough to just mute the creature. “Oh, do tell me why you reason that again, one more time…” he said sarcastically.

      Ponos, although well programmed with the full range of human mannerisms and colloquialisms, chose to ignore the rhetorical emphasis of the request. “Every study of the Valyien has confirmed that they were the most warlike, expansionist race in the history of this galaxy. It is only a blessing—if you forgive the inexact expression—that they managed to deliver themselves to extinction before humanity took to the stars.”

      “I thought it was the Q’Lot that wiped them out?” the senior said.

      “Another common misapprehension. The Q’Lot and the Valyien were apparently at war, but neither side won, from what we can glean from the tales preserved by the uplifted races, the Duergar and the Ghalees, etcetera.”

      “They survived, didn’t they? The Q’Lot, I mean. I call that winning.” Some days, it felt to the senior that the most he could do would be to survive until the end of the day, given the acres of opportunity for his assassination.

      “Perhaps, but the Q’Lot have no discernible empire, territory or goals, from what we can gather. They exist as rare encounters in deep space, with seemingly no motive at all for their interactions with us,” Ponos stated. “It is a mystery why such a quixotic race was ever at war with the Valyien in the first place.”

      “Everyone hates the biggest guy in the room,” the senior stated, before a flash of anger took over his small and compact features. “Why am I discussing this with you again! I told you that I would be taking the personal lead on this matter alone.”

      “Of course, Senior. I am not questioning your commands, merely offering you more data. Because more data is always useful,” the artificial mind stated pointedly.

      “Mute,” the senior snapped. He’d had enough Ponos’s concerns and ‘calculations.’ He had a tired headache that was starting to thud at the edges of his temples. He stabbed short, fat fingers on his wrist computer to allow the release of neuro-dampening compounds into his system. A moment later, a warm feeling spread throughout his massive frame like he was being surrounded by a fuzzy blanket. The man took another glug of the Venusian menthol-wine, waiting for his pitch of inebriation to reach the comfortable and relaxed levels. Everything became a little easier, and a little kinder on the eyes, and he could finally think.

      “Ponos appears to be jealous,” he stated out loud as he hit the controls to activate his private logs. A single red activation light appeared on the chair near his wrist, telling him that it was recording. These private logs contained a stream of notes and observations and to-do lists, personally narrated by the senior himself. The stars alone knew what they would be worth in the wrong hands. They contained his suspicions and reasons for firing, executing, or hiring thousands of people, as well as his own, slightly foggy, analysis of the Alpha situation.

      “Maybe Ponos realizes that Alpha is destined to replace him. I mean it,” the senior mused. That had always been the plan, anyway. Create a super-intelligence married with ancient Valyien tech, so that they could recreate the technology that humanity was only scavenging and backward-engineering right now. It was recovered Valyien relics that had given them warp-jump capability. It was Valyien relics that opened up the science of genetic splicing and manipulating. Of meson engineering.

      “Maybe I will keep the old thing around. Let him manage Prime’s navigational array,” the senior said. “Or maybe I will sell it? I must remember to look into the what the market price might be for Ponos…”

      His words slurred and his eyelids drooped slightly, as the sea of sleep threatened to rise over him once more.

      No. He shook his head, pushing himself back up in his seat and ordering his wrist computer to match the neuro-dampeners with some stimulants. A few seconds later, he felt the thrill of excitement and confidence spread up from the base of his neck, bringing with it a tide of jittery alertness. He didn’t want to sleep. He couldn’t allow himself to sleep, not after the dreams that had been tormenting him solidly every time he closed his eyes.

      Once again, the senior wondered whether he should consult with a priest. Not that he was a religious man. If Senior Tomas had any sort of religion at all, then it would be one of himself. He was the only thing that mattered in his life, and the entirety of Armcore was a shell that rotated around his star.

      Armcore was something that he had been born into, raised from childhood to be its next CEO. His father—may the stars forget him—had always claimed that his only son had been ‘born into Armcore,’ like he was a prize stallion to be trained in the best stables. Nothing could have been farther from the truth, in fact—especially when Dane Tomas had turned out to have the physique and the mentality not of a warrior or of a tactician, but that of a spoiled child.

      Instead, Senior Tomas always thought that Armcore had been born around himself. It ultimately existed for him and him alone, which made his current predicament slightly confusing. He couldn’t turn to the Armcore doctors with his strange nightmares, as then the word might get out that he was suffering from some sort of nervous malady. What strength that would give to his detractors!

      The notion of seeking out a priest however, even from one of the smallest and most inoffensive of cults, felt wrong to the man. It was like accepting that Dane Tomas wasn’t the most powerful, the most important, and the only being that really mattered.

      But the dreams were terrible, even Tomas had to admit. He would ‘wake’ inside the dream, lying on the hard floor and looking up at an ugly, clouded sky. He was no expert on skies, having spent most of his life in space, but he was sure that the heavy, loaded grey, black, and purple clouds weren’t healthy. Chain lightning would flash across the underside of the clouds, scaring him. Why was it so loud? Hadn’t any scientist worked out a way to control lightning yet?

      Standing up, the dream-self of Dane Tomas would realize that he was on a rocky plain, whose surface was pitted and hard stone, shiny in places and rough in others, without even the whisper of sand or dirt. There would be nothing around him, no living things or human buildings or any sign of anything at all, and the CEO of Armcore would be struck with a deep, existential fear. Where am I? he would think every time. He had been abandoned. He had been discarded. His enemies had finally moved against him, and left him on some hellish, desolate world.

      At that point of the dream, he would hear the clash of rumbling clouds and would start off, jogging as fast as his large form would carry him in almost any direction. He had to find something. He had to find a way back to Prime!

      The thunder would clash, the lightning would flare, and a ghastly wind would pick up, howling over flattened rock forms like a pack of hunting dogs. This phantasm would occupy him, and he would struggle to run faster—only he wouldn’t be able to, given his form.

      A sound! It was then that the panicking CEO would hear a different sound than the howl of the winds, the thunder and the lightning. It would be a murmur, off to one side. It sounded like engines!

      And Dane Tomas would reason, every time, that engines meant civilization, and if there was civilization, then there would be people who would gladly receive a lot of money to escort him back home. He would set off, every time, toward the sound of rumbling, until he would see the sky start to lighten on the far horizon.

      A monumental flash of lightning, and the senior would stagger, his feet stumbling on the rocky ground as he blinked and rubbed his eyes—only to see that the land had dropped away, just feet ahead of him. He had almost run straight out, over the lip of the precipice that shot down for many hundreds of meters. He had never been running on a plain, but on a plateau that overlooked the true plains, and he had never been alone, either.

      The plains writhed and moved with bodies. There were so many of them, there had to be whole races, whole cities, perhaps even whole civilizations down there pushing and grappling with each other. At first it was hard to make out quite who they were or what they were doing, their numbers were so overwhelming.

      They were humanoid, at least, or some of them were. He thought he could make out bodies with four arms and two legs, as well as others with a more regular two. They wore all sorts of encounter suits, but together, they formed a mass of drab color rather than a spectacular display. He saw whole hillsides in ochre and brown, close-fitting scale suits, and other rivers of people in black pointed carapaces driving apart knots and factions of others who wore no armor at all, or else wore light mesh.

      The senior would realize at that point that he was looking at a battle, and it was a battle the size of which that he could never, would never, be able to comprehend.

      A small flash in one corner of the battlefield, and he watched a small red cloud erupt, sending combatants many feet into the air, only for the smoking, burned earth behind them to be swamped by other fighters seeking advantage. The explosions would then happen elsewhere, and again.

      Dane saw the flash of rifle fire, of lasers and blasters like the twinkling and sparkle of dew on grass.

      Dane saw desperate last stands as well as forward marches. He saw stampedes and rear-guard actions, defensive squares and skirmishes. Fighters fought with curved blades as well as guns, they fought with pikes and spears, as well as grenades and rocket launchers. The fighting was total, and it was inescapable. No one could win out there. There was no strategy or design, just complete, mad, churning chaos.

      It was then that the sky would split open, and the senior would feel the ground shake. Far off, and far over the battlefield, the clouds would boil, becoming agitated as if they were the wavetops of a storm. The senior would watch as crackles of blue-purple-white lightning would appear from the disturbed thunderheads, only for the clouds to start to shred and be replaced by a burning glow.

      What is that? the senior would think, before realizing that the same effect was happening elsewhere in the sky as well. In two other places, some which were many miles away, he would see the same dazzling glow burn its way through the clouds as three ships made entry.

      The fighters on the battlefield made no attempt at all to slow their combat, or even to take notice of what was about to happen. In the certainty of dream logic, the CEO of Armcore knew that whatever he was looking at, it would be terrible.

      The patches of brightness flared to brilliance, and there, breaching the atmosphere, appeared the culprit vessels. They were large, vast even, if their scale could be trusted over this battlefield.

      The ships also glowed and were unlike any craft that the Senior of Armcore had ever seen with naked eyes. They looked like stars, in the way that they shone with brilliance, and they had many ‘rays’ expanding from the glowing heart of their structure. They were not sleek, nor machines, not precision-engineered at all. In fact, their distant surfaces appeared to be over-grown, humped, rooted, encrusted with nodules. It was like looking at vast, cruiser-sized pieces of ocean coral, if coral could glow with an internal bioluminescence.

      The Q’Lot, the senior always realized at that juncture—never before that moment, no matter how many times he’d had this exact same dream.

      The Q’Lot were always rumored to have those kinds of strange, biological vessels—somewhere between coral structure, shell, and lichen. It was assumed that they grew their ships and technology, or that maybe their ships and technology were just other, larger beings that they farmed and lived inside. No one knew for certain.

      But that had to be what he was looking at, which meant that he was watching some act of war either with, or by, the Q’Lot. Why were they here? What did they intend to do? Were some of those human-ish fighters down there Q’Lot themselves?  These were all the sorts of questions that washed over the senior as he saw them lower towards the ground, illuminating the battlefield in brutal accuracy, but still the fighting continued, and still no one started to flee or fire on them.

      The nearest Q’Lot ship fired first, and then the next nearest second, and then the third. Their ‘weapons’—the senior had no doubt that was precisely what he was looking at—did not appear to be devastating, even given their ship’s relative size compared to an Armcore vessel. Instead, the senior saw three floodlights of rolling white-yellow light spear downward to hit the ground, forming columns of brilliance. It was impossible to tell what was happening at their base, where these light-weapons hit the surface of the world, as their glow was too intense, but Dane knew that it couldn’t be good.

      These columns of burning light held for just a brief moment, then Dane felt their effect: an answering rumble deep in the bones of whatever planet this was, shaking upward through the miles of rock and into the CEO’s knees.

      He didn’t like it. It felt like the tremors of an earthquake, or a volcano. It was also a steady, exact vibration harmonic that set his teeth on edge and made his head begin to pound with pain.

      He took a faltering step backwards, only to find that as soon as his foot touched the surface, the same vibration frequency shot up from his feet to his spine. There was nowhere he could escape. Nowhere he could run to this time.

      There was something funny happening on the distant horizon opposite him, past the battle-plains. It looked like a line of dark clouds, but even the mostly sedated brain of Senior Tomas recognized that it wasn’t right. It was too low for clouds, the thick line of black hugging the horizon like someone had drawn a marker line across it.

      It was also getting bigger.

      The dark shape stretched all the way across the battle-plains, and as it grew closer, it also grew larger. The senior started to see differentiation along its wall, lighter flecks, sudden flashes of light where the Q’Lot light reflected on something shiny, tossed up from the battle-floor below.

      The dark line was now covering one entire side of the world, and it was racing forward. Dane realized that he was looking at the largest shockwave that he had ever seen. It was dark because the rolling clouds of debris and dust were made up of the burnt skin of the planet that it was destroying. The senior saw that it was maybe two hundred feet high, and it appeared to be growing taller as it picked up speed.

      Dane saw great boulders thrown up at its base, along with the charred remains of bodies. It was the largest bomb or armament that he had ever witnessed—and the Q’Lot, he had no doubt, were powering it with those three columns of burning light.

      The wave of mutilation swept closer, breaking through the war-field at Dane’s feet, and nothing could survive its passage. Whole battalions and regiments were swept away, obliterated or cast into the sky in the blink of an eye. A part of the Armcore CEO could even admire the pure destructive capabilities of such a device, but he didn’t understand it. It was also a terrible loss of life. If the Q’Lot did have fighters down there, then they were just as happy to throw their lives away as well as their enemies’.

      It didn’t make any sense, Dane thought, apart from that terrible, final sort of sense. The Q’Lot’s ships were still too high to be hit by their flooding wave of force, but they were obscured by the dust all the same.

      In the last few moments of the dream, Senior Tomas would find himself looking at the wall as it crossed the plain below his plateau. Nothing was surviving, and there was nowhere to flee. Even at this great height, there were still many hundreds of feet of shockwave rising over him as it slammed against the plateau he was standing on, wiping it from the face of the world, and from history itself—

      “Dane. You can stop this. You will stop this,” a voice thundered in his ears, as if the apocalypse about to engulf him had spoken.

      “Urgh!” The senior coughed awake once more, his mouth full of the taste of ash, and his eyes blinking as if filled with acrid dust. His heart was hammering, and he felt terrified.

      What did it mean? Why am I dreaming of this, hour after hour?
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      “What do you want to go down there for, anyway?” the youth asked after the pair had passed the third picturesque villa on their way to the entry to the downside.

      These people have no idea what’s coming for them, Eliard thought as they tramped, still wearing his Shahasta robes and the youth still in his incongruous garb. The villas were faux-old Earth, with real wood and white-daubed walls, but with ‘bubble’ rooms of sleek chrome and glass sprouting from them like a machinic virus. They were built on several levels, often cut-away into the rolling hills and surrounded by trees and shrubs that were gene-spliced between a hundred different varieties. Right now, they were walking on the crushed gravel path past a rambling hedge that displayed honeysuckle and rose blossoms. Its heavy scent made Eliard gag, and dream of a home that he had run away from.

      Idly, the captain tried to picture what Alpha would do to them whenever it reached here. Would it let habitats like Welwyn survive? Or would it switch off the gravity and release toxins into the atmosphere?

      All of these houses are automated. The captain recognized the lights that glowed brighter as they walked by, the windows that subtly opened to perfectly regulate the air-flow and humidity inside the dwellings. This whole place will be like Alpha is playing in the sand. He imagined houses suddenly turning on their owners, locking people in or out, dispensing poisoned food or none at all.

      As soon as Alpha worked out what slubs the human race was, he knew that would be the moment they became extinct, probably overnight.

      “Call it a mission of mercy,” the captain said, his thoughts still on the dreadful consequences of Alpha taking complete control of the Imperial Coalition in-space. Stop being weak, he heard his own father’s voice telling him. Eliard, always too sentimental. Too highly strung! The memory of the House Martin Admiral cursed him inside his own mind. “I got to meet a guy,” the captain cleared his throat and said a little more roughly.

      “Meet a guy,” Freddie scoffed. “There isn’t anybody worth knowing down there, believe me.”

      “What about you?” Eliard asked. “Won’t you be glad after you’ve done this to get back to your family?” Hadn’t the kid said that he’d been put away for nigh-on seven years now?

      The youth’s loping gait stumbled for just a short moment. “They moved. I got a message right about the start of year two down there. Left the habitat. I guess they didn’t want to be the family with the son kept downside.”

      “Huh. Families suck,” Eliard said, with a vehemence that surprised even him. The youth threw him an appraising look, and it appeared that he might even ask the captain more about his family, but Eliard cut him off abruptly.

      “How far? You couldn’t have been running that long up here before those security drones got you.”

      “Hm.” Freddie kept his questions to himself.

      It looks like the boy has some sense after all, the captain considered. Maybe being a slave did that to you—gave you an uncanny awareness of when not to invite greater trouble for yourself.

      “It’s not far. There’s an access door just up there.” He nodded through the hedged lane to where it skirted around the long snake of a lake, whose side held a curving dam, made of some sort of clouded glass. “That dam provides some hydro power to Welwyn, and that means that down there, underneath it, is the factories and reactors where the downsiders work.”

      “Good. How do we get in?” Eliard asked. “Or rather, how did you get out?”

      This time, Freddie grinned. “You’re not going to like it, priest.”

      The captain thought about making it clear to the boy that he wasn’t actually a Shahasta priest, but then thought better of it. Let him figure it out on his own. He was better off not knowing, anyway.

      “There’s not a lot of things I’ve liked recently, so I doubt that this will make much of a difference,” Eliard growled.
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      The captain didn’t like it.

      “You’re crazy,” he stated, once again and for the record. He and Freddie stood by a small metal and white stone bunker, around which tinkled the synth-electronic music that was so popular at the moment, seeking to entertain the in-spacer citizens at the metro station.

      The metro was little more than a series of bubble cars, mounted on overhead rails and fit with large windows, behind which sat citizens about to make their journey through the dam. Eliard eyed the round hole of the tunnel, just as another of the bubble-carriages started slowly, before quickly accelerating down the tunnel. When Eliard leaned back, he could see the shadow of the shape behind the clouded glass of the dam, already reaching a third of the way, a half, almost to the other end.

      “It’s in there?” He nodded to the tunnel as another shuttle started to speed up to follow its predecessor. From the look of it, the tunnel had been precision laser-molded, and there seemed to be barely enough space for the bubble cars, let alone the tracks. However, each carriage was mounted to rails that stretched along the ceiling of the tunnel, leaving a short, four or five-foot gap at its feet. “You did what, belly-crawled all the way out?”

      “I’m smaller than you.” Freddie shrugged. “I told you that you weren’t going to like it…”

      Eliard looked at the station, and the tunnel, and the waiting line of citizens about to embark on the next shuttle. “We can’t just crawl through the middle there…”

      “You have to wait until nighttime,” the youth said sagely.

      Too long, Eliard thought, turning slightly to bring his arm up and whisper into his wrist. “Irie?” he said, patching through to the ship’s communications. He didn’t want to do it. Ponos had told him that he should stay out of data-space, including communications, as much as possible, because there was no way of knowing just what Alpha was monitoring.

      But sometimes all the choices you have are bad ones, he thought.

      “Boss?” Her voice came back a moment later, sounding anxious

      “Situation?” the captain asked.

      “Steady. Ponos was true on his word at least, he masked out the ship signal to that of a pleasure cruiser, and we’re happily stuck in a stationary orbit, apparently sight-seeing.”

      “Good. Tell Ponos that I’m about to make entry, but I need him to be prepared for a lot of damage control,” Eliard said.

      “Warpholes, Captain,” Irie cussed. “If we pull anything off, then you know that we’ll risk blowing our cover…” Irie sounded exasperated. But then again, Irie Hanson always sounded exasperated, nothing new there.

      “A brain like his, I’m sure he can figure something out,” Eliard said, looking at the tunnel again. “Tell Ponos that in about T-minus three minutes, there is going to be a situation in Welwyn Habitat, and I need him to stop all hell from breaking loose.”

      “Right. Gotcha.” Irie sounded unsurprised. “Business as usual, Captain?”

      “Business as usual,” the captain confirmed, feeling a flicker of his old enthusiasm for this bit of the job. Only a flicker, because since losing Cassandra, it had been hard for the man to concentrate on anything other than making Alpha pay for her death. But Irie was right—this was about to be business as usual, which was Mercury shorthand for busting in, waving blasters, making noise, and busting back out again before anyone had a chance to grab their heads with their hands.

      “We’ll be ready, out,” Irie advised.

      “What are you going to do?” Freddie looked at the man in alarm.

      “You’ve done your bit, kid. Just tell me where this access port is, and then I suggest you find another Shahasta priest to pretend to follow before security starts to get suspicious…” Eliard tugged his robes about him and started to make for the line of waiting citizens.

      “Aw, hell,” he heard the youth say behind him, his booted feet running to catch up. “I never wanted to be an acolyte anyway, and you’ll never make it through the warren after the access port without me.”

      Eliard was surprised for a second, and then he wasn’t. This kid really is like me at his age. “Now’s your final chance to get out of this. I can’t guarantee your safety after this.” The next shuttle whisked into place, and passengers started walking up the ramp.

      “Who wants to be safe?” Freddie said back, his smile a tad unconvincing. The kid is scared, the captain thought. Good. Shows he’s not a complete idiot.

      “Excuse me!” the captain started saying loudly, shouldering and pushing his way through the mess of Civilians until he was at the front of the queue and walking up the ramp.

      “Hey! Watch it!” The other waiting citizens didn’t appear to be that impressed.

      “Important Shahasta business. May the stars bless your consideration,” Eliard mumbled, wishing that he had spent more time at the academy learning whatever it was the various holy orders said in public. His act worked though, despite the grumbles and the arguments behind him as he (and Freddie Oberman, his unofficial acolyte) shoved, kicked, and elbowed their way onto the already crowded shuttle.

      Whisk! The ramp and the folding door closed behind them and they started to move, heading for the tunnel. And the downside, the captain hoped.

      The captain waited approximately thirty seconds before he cast aside the robes to reveal the Device on his arm and shot a hole clean through the doors.
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      “Nobody move or you’ll be next!” Eliard screamed in the confined space. The bubble compartment of their shuttle was howling with wind and shuddering as it screamed to a halt. The walls were flushed with a warning red, and alarms were ringing at the sudden loss of integrity of the carriage’s structure.

      “Aiii! He’s gone mad!” Screams filled their ears.

      The carriage was more like a travelling lounge-room, with reclined chair-booths set at odd angles to each other, as the glass dome of the walls erratically flickered with their displays of large holograms of all of the different sorts of fish and aquatic creatures that could be seen on the other side of the tunnel’s glass walls.

      Why does this have to be water, again? The captain gritted his teeth as he swept the Device over the crowd of worried faces. I hate water, so, sooo much.

      The Device on his forearm had reacted to his thoughts and had extended to form an entire cannon-shape of iridescent blue and scattered with flecks of green. At its ‘mouth’ flexed a selection of nubs like teeth, between which crackled white and purple energy. The captain still had no clue as to how this thing worked, only that it did. Ponos had mentioned something about ‘bio-electric frequencies’ and ‘plasma,’ but Eliard hadn’t understood it—only that the Device itself was as much a living thing as he was, and that it reacted to the needs of his situation, morphing and changing into almost whatever weapon he needed.

      And right now, I need something awful big and scary, he thought, and watched as the Device grew tines and filled out bulbous pods that looked like siderail weapons units.

      “Holy mother of—”

      “What is that THING on his arm!”

      “I always knew those priests were dodgy…”

      Eliard bared his teeth at the citizens’ terror. You had to give it to them—official Imperial Coalition citizens could always find a way to turn any crisis into a way to act superior to everyone else in the room.

      “I said don’t move one sodding inch!” he screamed at one man who had stood up, wearing the same svelte robes as the others, but a bit younger, blonde hair, bio-engineered eyes that flashed crimson.

      “You want to be a hero, do you, slub?” Freddie surprised him by screaming, pointing the pocket of his jacket at the standing young man as if he held a concealed gun.

      “What do you want?” The man appeared nonplussed. “You know that this can’t work. You’re in a secure habitat, around you are miles and miles of drone-patrolled territory.”

      This guy is a cool customer, Eliard thought, not levelling the Device at him but keeping it sweeping over the other terrified customers. He had faced such people before—usually ex-Armcore military, or else had earned some basic training somewhere in  their past. There was no point trying to intimidate a man like Mr. Red-Eyes there.

      “Where we’re going, we won’t have that problem,” Eliard said curtly, nodding to Freddie. “How far?”

      The kid glared one last time at Mr. Red-Eyes and poked his head out of the broken open metal that had recently been the shuttle door. The entire carriage had come to a swaying halt, just as the captain had presumed it would.

      “Not far. I think I see the access port just down there,” Freddie called back, his voice breathless with excitement and fear.

      “Access port? You two are heading downside?” Mr. Red-Eyes narrowed his crimsons, calculating.

      “Good riddance!” one of the other citizens spat.

      “Best place for them, and the other slubs down there…” another passenger whispered to its fellow traveler.

      “Right. That’s it. I’ve had enough of your backchat!” Eliard shouted. “Hand over your personal affects to my acolyte here. The Temple of Shahasta welcomes generous donations to our help-the-needy campaign. Necklaces, rings, pendants, amulets, and brooches please.”

      “Is that what we’re doing? Mugging people?” Freddie hissed to him as he started to snatch brooches and jewelry from the people around him.

      “I didn’t want to do this, but as my old father used to say,” the captain said tightly, “never let an opportunity go to waste…”

      “Petty criminals,” Mr. Red-Eyes sneered as he dropped a handful of signet rings into Freddie’s palm. “I should have guessed. I hope that you enjoy your time in solitary, or in an Armcore front-line unit…”

      “Crap.” Freddie held out one of the signet rings that Mr. Red-Eyes had shown him. It was a heavy gold ring, with the red ruby inscribed with the star and the A of Armcore.

      “What are you, some kind of lieutenant?” the captain asked. “A second-class one, I bet. You’re no captain or brigadier, otherwise you’d be traveling in a private transporter. And you’re way too young to be a major or a general,” Eliard laughed at the man. “Yeah, I’m guessing a second-class lieutenant, back on away-leave from Armcore Prime. How are they doing over there, by the way? I heard they had a pretty big accident with their defense shield recently?” Eliard teased him. I should know, I caused it.

      “How do you know that!?” Mr. Red-Eyes snapped, his bio-glowing eyes narrowing. “That breach was confidential, super confidential.”

      Oh crap. Eliard felt a trickle of fear. Big mouth strikes again. “Shut up and get on the floor. Just you, face down!”

      Freddie had now stuffed the pockets of his incongruous jacket with trinkets and baubles, probably enough to buy a small drone-racer if he wanted, and Eliard nodded to the door. “You first, kid. I’ll follow.”

      “You won’t get far!” Second Lieutenant Red-Eyes shouted after them, his voice muffled from the metal grill-work of the floor.

      “Far enough!” Eliard stepped carefully back from the shuttle into the crystal-glass dome of the tunnel, to feel his back flatten against the far side.

      “Come on! This way!” Freddie was already beckoning him where he was squeezed around the side of the shuttle and moving into the circle of the thing’s forward lights.

      Eliard looked back into the carriage of terrified people (most of them now missing a few important bits of jewelry) and instantly saw that Second Lieutenant Red-Eyes wasn’t quite so useless as he had appeared at first.

      “Everybody down!” barked not the captain but the second lieutenant as he rolled to one side, drawing out some concealed personal blaster and leveling it at the door.

      Idiot! Eliard snarled and shoved himself along the wall.

      Whumpf! A wave of white energy burst just a few feet away from him and the heat rolled over his face, singing his eyebrows and stubble. “Run!” Eliard shouted, even as he tried to shove himself through the gap to the relative safety of the tunnel in front, and the Device started to react to the danger.

      Starting a gun fight on a crowded passenger shuttle? Who does that!? Eliard swore as he burst out from the squeezed space between shuttle and wall and stumbled after Freddie. The answer was Armcore of course, that was who.

      Whumpf! Screams came from behind him and suddenly, the captain was spinning, shoulder over feet, as a blast hit him across the shoulder and pain lanced down his back. “Drekker!” he screamed in pain as he hit the smooth floor and tumbled.

      “Priest!?” came back Freddie’s worried cry.

      “Got him!” A shout from Second Lieutenant Red-Eyes.

      Eliard’s head was ringing, and his back felt like it was on fire. Am I alive? He thought for a moment. Yes. But could he breathe? Could he walk? He turned over onto his back as he heard the sound of scraping and shoving coming from the carriage. The second lieutenant was advancing to finish off the job, clearly…

      If he wants a fight, I’ll give him a fight… The thought hit Eliard’s mind as fast as the energy blast that had driven him to the floor. What do I owe these citizens anyway? It was their nonchalance that had kept Armcore in business. It was their actions—or inaction, to be more precise—that had allowed this mess to happen. That had even, in some small way, contributed to Cassandra’s death…

      Captain Eliard of House Martin had spent his life preying on these fat, comfortable people after all. He hissed in pain as he tried to push himself up off the floor—

      “Ach!” Pain ricocheted through his back and spine, as fast and strong as a lightning bolt, and his arms weakened, falling to the side of the tunnel in agony. Maybe he was more injured than he had thought.

      And now these fat and comfortable people, and their zealous, fanatical Armcore employees, were finally going to kill him. Here, in the depths of one of their complacent habitats. And surrounded by water, he noticed miserably.

      Eliard had always shied away from actually killing the people he had robbed, though there was always one or two guards and mercenaries who tried to be heroes, of course, but the general population? The merchants and the traders that he had robbed in the past? Those people he had always let live. He had even set their distress beacons for them when he had crippled their merchant ships out in the non-aligned worlds.

      Always so sentimental, his father would have said. One of the many reasons that he would never have made a good general. Well, that and his total inability to make sound strategic decisions. Just like now, as he flipped himself over with a groan.

      “Don’t move!” Second Lieutenant Red-Eyes shouted, to a ragged cheer from the slub citizens behind him.

      Eliard grinned wolfishly and raised the Device—

      “Hyugh!” There was a shout and a flicker of noise as suddenly, a shape flew over Eliard’s head and body-checked the second lieutenant. It was Freddie, flailing and kicking for all he was worth.

      Whumpf.

      For a hideous moment, Eliard saw the bright flash of light and the young kid’s body illuminated from in front, like a silhouette, then a stifled shout as he fell to the floor on top of the second lieutenant.

      “How dare you! I’m an officer!” the man was shouting, kicking, and scrambling back from the crying youth, who was now hunched over and holding his stomach.

      No. Eliard’s shock was only met and overcome by his anger. “He was only a kid!” he shouted, raising the Device to find it already morphing and changing.

      I could kill them all. I could destroy this whole dam. The thought was clear and sharp in his mind, edged with the crystal clarity of rage and hate.

      And self-loathing. A part of the captain knew, deep down somewhere under the layers of pain and confusion, that he was to blame. He was the one who had pressganged this boy into helping him. He was the one who had encouraged him.

      Just like I got Cassandra killed… The treacherous thought was all that it took to tip Eliard over the edge, and he fired.

      WHUMPF!
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      “Oh crap.” Irie Hanson, the engineer and mechanic of the Mercury Blade, watched as the console screens slung down in the cockpit of the bird and started to light up with warnings and alerts, one after another.

      The Mercury was still continuing its low-thrust orbit as a designated ‘pleasure cruiser’ around the crystal orb that was the Welwyn Habitat. After the captain’s last message, she had done as much as she could to secure their getaway, pre-loading all of the fuel cells and tinkering with the dual warp-cores until she knew that they would roar into efficiency as soon as she had pressed a button. Behind her, Val Pathok, the-biggest-troll-that-you-have-ever-seen, had already locked and loaded all of the weapons, and was sitting in one of the twin gunner’s chairs, waiting to fire up the weapons systems. They both knew that they couldn’t open the weapons ports or activate the tracking systems—not yet—as that would cause alarms to fire everywhere up and down the nearest drone satellites around Welwyn.

      “Now?” Val, true to his calling, had an almost uncanny ability to predict violence.

      “Not yet!” the diminutive mechanic called from the cockpit.

      Ponos had told them to stay out of data-space as much as possible, as Alpha could use it to track their whereabouts, and maybe even to directly hack or virally attack the Mercury with a bombardment of malicious code. But that didn’t mean that they couldn’t look, Irie had reasoned, using the consoles not to run active scans but instead just to track the messages and alerts that were publicly broadcast. The mechanic couldn’t know that this was almost exactly the same thing that Alpha was doing, all the time, many hundreds of light-years away.

      And Alpha was doing it far more efficiently than watching a scrolling newsfeed, like Irie was.

      “What is it? Is it the captain?” Val boomed, flexing his giant fists around the firing handles of his guns.

      Irie didn’t know, but it looked like it.

      Urgent Bulletin! Reports are coming in of gunfire at the Chambia Dam, Pole Province…

      …Residents of Pole Province Zone 2-4 are advised to stay inside their domiciles or current lodgings…

      Welwyn Habitat Newscast! Our roaming media-drones have caught this exciting footage of smoke coming out of the Chambia Dam Hub-ward entrance tunnel, and then, just moment later – look what happened next!...

      “Oh holy spaceballs…” Irie watched as the video image started to replay, showing a dam made out of clouded glass, like a giant art installation, with ugly black smoke starting to ooze out of one of the far edges of the dam wall where it met the rolling land.

      But that wasn’t even the worst part of what was on show. Irie’s heart skipped a beat as she heard a deep, sonorous noise like an underwater bell, and then watched as cracks started to appear along the face of the dam.

      “Oh, Captain, my captain, what have you gone and done…” she whispered.

      …Residents of Pole Province Zone 2-4 are advised to initiate full-security lock-down on all domiciles…

      …Residents of Pole Province 5 are advised to evacuate immediately…

      Critical Warning Alert: Do not be alarmed. Security Drones have been dispatched and are arriving in place. Please follow local instructions…

      “Irie? Do we attack now?” Val was starting to get tetchy from his seat behind her.

      “No, Val, we do not attack a habitat full of citizens right now!” Irie shouted back impatiently, before muttering under her breath. “Besides, it looks like the captain is doing a mighty fine job all on his own anyway…”

      The media newscast drones updated, showing a cloud of perfectly-choreographed drones starting to descend from the sky to land at the smoking tunnel entrance as well as the outer wall of the dam. She watched as a selection of drones started to fire on a specific part of the dam, with steady, red lasers.

      “Irie! They’re attacking!” Val was almost apoplectic with anger, shuffling and wriggling in his seat.

      “We haven’t heard from the captain! We don’t know who or what they’re firing at, or even if he’s down there!” Irie called back, but her excuses sounded lame even to her. Who else would have caused all of that?

      She watched as the steady red laser lights from the floating drones started to track back and forth across the crystalline face of the dam, until she realized what they were doing. They weren’t firing on someone inside the dam—which would have been pretty stupid, even for them, given that they were firing on a wall that held back several hundred thousand tons of water. She watched as a great crystalline slab with bright, glowing red edges fell from the sides of the dam wall to hit the surface of the far wall with a great plume of water.

      “Wait for it, wait for it…” Irie’s hands were on the ship’s wheel, hovering over the booster ignition. As soon as she saw gunfire, then she would do something. What exactly, she had no idea, but she would do something, she was sure of it.

      The largest of the drones, about a third of the size of the Mercury Blade and the shape of a fat wedge, moved slowly forward, extending mechanical ‘arms’ into the hole that it had created in the dam. She watched as, with perfect automated precision, it drew out what looked to be a glass and chrome bubble, a shuttle carriage, before whisking upward into the air at an astonishing speed.

      That was when the smaller drones started towards the hole, just as jets of water started to spray out from the dam itself, in a rainbow of moisture and light…
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      WHUMPF! WHUMPF! Eliard fired again, feeling the organic recoil like the contraction and expansion of a digestive tract from the Device on his arm. He didn’t know what damage he was doing, and for once, he didn’t quite care as he tried to kill the man who had killed his friend.

      “Father…” croaked a voice at his feet, and, as the glare of light and battle left his eyes, he looked down to see that he had been wrong. Freddie was still alive.

      The boy was huddled in a ball, clutching at a wound on his stomach in a tunnel that was now smoking with steam. Of Mr. Second Lieutenant Red-Eyes there was no sign, but there was a very strange sort of statue that had been cast across the nose of the bubble shuttle. It looked like a cross between a slag of metal, silver, and rusted melted forms, but also crossed with a strange plant growth of lichen. Blue and green frills of an almost organic material were interwoven inside and out of the metal and were cast over the nose of the shuttle like vines.

      Like the scale virus that had taken Cassandra, a small, sane part of Eliard’s head said. Did I cause that? Is that what this Device can do—infect other people with the same Q’Lot alien virus that killed Cassandra?

      The idea sobered him up in moments, and reminded him of his self-loathing, and his complicity in the House Archival Agent’s demise. The Device on his arm reacted according, shrinking down to little more than a strange blue-green greave that covered his right forearm.

      “Woah. Cool.” Freddie coughed weakly. “I don’t suppose that thing can do something about this?” he muttered, one hand moving slightly to reveal the patch of blood all over his chest and stomach. He had been shot at point-blank range by the Armcore officer’s personal blaster. At that range, the man couldn’t have missed, but at least it wasn’t set to its deadliest of settings, Eliard thought, as he also felt the burning sensation across his shoulders.

      But point blank could kill him. Third degree burns. Organ damage. Eliard curled his lip in frustration. “Come on. We’re getting you out of here. And you can call me captain from now on, you stupid, stupid lad.”

      Eliard slipped one arm under one of Freddie’s arms and hauled him to his feet.

      “Aaargh!” the boy screamed as the tension pulled on his injury. Eliard was having none of it, as he ignored the boys pained cries and started to hobble down the tunnel towards the access port. He could even see it now—a hexagonal porthole in the floor, which was clearly some sort of service tube.

      Hiss! There were disturbing sounds from behind the captain, as more steam filled the air. What is that? Boiling water? Moisture, he realized. It was moisture escaping into this tunnel from somewhere, and there was an obvious and clear answer where from.

      “Not drekking more water, please for the love of god, not more drekking water!” Eliard slid to the floor as Freddie rasped and groaned at his side, collapsing against the wall. There was a dull ringing noise, and he thought he could see a red light moving further up the tunnel. Laser cutters?

      “No, it’s no good, Cap’,” Freddie said weakly in front of him. “I’m not going to make it.”

      “What are you talking about, kid? Of course you are going to make it—because I said so!” Eliard snapped, looking down at the porthole. It was a simple service lift. No codes or keys or passwords needed, as the only people who used it would be the occasional maintenance worker or drone. He hit the button and the porthole slid open to reveal a slim tube of a lift compartment that even he would feel cramped in.

      “No, I’m not,” Freddie said weakly. “But I don’t care. That was more fun than I had in….” Cough, hack. “…seven years, Cap’.”

      “I’m not leaving you here. There might be medical units down there I can get you too,” Eliard said, reaching for him.

      “No.” Freddie was slouching to the floor, his eyes starting to droop. “There isn’t any medical facilities. Not unless you want a fight with a security drone—”

      “Then I’ll fight!” Eliard pointed out.

      “Listen up, Cap’. Down there is the hydro plant—” Cough, groan. “—drones, every junction... You need to—” Wheeze. “—the warrens. Maintenance drones…”

      “What about the maintenance drones?” Eliard shook his head. “Tell me later, when I’ve got you safe…”

      “Hey,” Freddie mumbled, his words slurring as he finally slumped to the floor. “At least I got to see the fresh air. I felt…free.” The youth sighed one final breath, and died.

      “No. Drek it. No-no-no!” Eliard hit the floor with the Device. Why did this happen, to him? Always to him?

      You know why, son. The memory of Eliard’s father the General Martin swam back into his mind. Because you’re reckless, you’re spoiled, and you’re weak. Each of those insults would have been matched by a stern smack, slap, or a backhander from the man that was many times larger than the boy the captain had been.

      Eliard flinched, reliving those past aches that he thought he had forgotten. What was wrong with him? Why am I reliving them now? He shook his head and tried to concentrate. It was hard. His back still hurt, and in front of him lay a dead boy. A death that he had caused.

      Just like Cassandra.

      For an awful moment, Eliard felt that same deep black rage rising up inside him again, and the Device started to change and mutate on his arm, but his self-loathing and his despair were too powerful for it this time. He couldn’t use the Device. Not again. The Device had done something to that man and the tunnel behind him, and he didn’t even know what, not really. It had looked like the Q’Lot blue-scale virus all over again, but one that was far more aggressive, and had managed to slag metal and flesh at the same time in a way that the alien virus on Adiba Station never had.

      Thud! Light flooded down the tunnel as the captain was caught looking down into the service elevator, trapped by his emotions. For a moment, he thought that it was the lights of approaching security drones, or Armcore, and in a way he was right, but the lights weren’t meant for him.

      It was the light of the outside, streaming through a large hole that had been laser-cut in the sides of the dam itself, and through which extended sturdy metal grappling arms, clamping onto the ruined body of the shuttle—to the shouts and joyous cries of the passengers still contained, unharmed—and drawn out through the gap.

      They are safe, Eliard thought, and was too shocked to know if he felt relief or hatred. That was when he started to notice that the floors of the tunnel were shaking, just slightly, with a dull vibration.

      Oh yeah, hundreds of thousands of gallons of water, his brain informed him, and, with one last quick, ashamed look at the body of Freddie, he poured himself into the service lift and hit the button. The hatch closed behind him and the electric lift started to shudder as it shot downward, but it wasn’t going fast enough. The ugly sound of metal scraping on metal could be heard through the walls as Eliard slumped to a seat. He was tired. He had caused too many deaths already.

      “Captain? Captain! Pick up!” his wrist computer was shouting at him with the voice of Irie Hanson, but he ignored it. Maybe his father had been right? Maybe he was too sentimental, too reckless. Maybe he did have a weak personality, the man considered.

      How many have I let die because of my actions? he thought as the lift started to shake and judder from the vast pressures hammering the dam walls outside. It would never make it all the way to the bottom in time, not before the dam—

      Crack! There was a faint, humble sort of a sound, like the popping of a light, but then it was followed by an almighty, white-noise of a sound. The sort of sound that passes from roar to overwhelming to completely unfathomable in no time at all. In a heartbeat, Eliard’s ears were overloaded with ringing as the service elevator was starting to buckle as the dam broke, and hundreds of thousands of tons of water pressure was thrown against it—

      Eliard knew that this was it, as he was thrown against the side of the elevator, his stomach churning as now he was suddenly, absurdly, upside-down, and with the walls closing in on him. Killed by water. I knew it, were his last thoughts, as blue spread across his vision…
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      In the distant Imperial System of Helion, a shape rippled into existence and was instantly lit up by Helion’s twin suns. The protruding snout-like beak gleamed red and gold like the tip of a spear, and the back-swept solar wing-fins rippled a brilliant silver. The large, snail-shell whirl of the thing’s back gleamed with iridescent greens, reds, and ochre colors, and the Alpha-vessel looked magnificent.

      Helion was a rare binary star system, far too hot for biological life, as the twin stars, although small, had irradiated every blasted rocky world that existed here. Albeit beautiful, Helion would have been consigned to the interests of sightseers had it not been for the fact that the binary star system was very good at one thing.

      The twin stars orbited each other at a slow and steady rate and orbiting around them was one of the Imperial Coalition’s finest constructions.

      A train, of sorts. Triangular carriages of gleaming silver metal, connected on smaller ceramic cables moved in a ceaseless, never-ending procession in an infinite whorl around each star to cross in the middle. Once constructed and set in motion, the energy-catching and energy-generating train was ceaseless, the precise gravitational forces of the twin stars keeping it looping orbit after orbit, cycle after cycle, year after year.

      The Helion Generator provided almost five hundred assorted Earth-type worlds, space stations, and habitats with all the energy they could require, and further binary-star generators were in production at other sites across the Imperial Coalition. Each face of the triangular carriages had reactive filaments that caught the trillions of active particles and used them to power the vats of liquid, molten metals held inside. Liquid metals kept in a constant state of reaction, producing trillions upon trillions of energy units each, and there were hundreds of such carriages stretching in their ceaseless transit.

      The Helion Generator wasn’t completely unmanned, however. Every twenty-fifth carriage was given over to the crew members who worked the generator, spending their entire lives inside the shell of their massive carriage and never stepping outside for a spacewalk, only leaving every six months as the specially-shielded transporters docked with each one separately. These workers did little but check the trajectories of the carriages and adjust the shielding to allow for greater or lesser outputs of energy, or else play long games of holographic darts to while away the time.

      Right now, there were only a dozen or so transporters making their customary drop-offs and pick-ups all along the helix. Nothing for the Alpha-vessel to worry about as its rear engines, like bubbles, glowed and powered it forward. The wing-fins of the hybrid-alien vessel adjusted and tightened, catching all of the spare energy it could before it made its first attack.

      Alpha’s calculations had been exact, and they had taken just a few human-normal heartbeats. The glittering, golden spear of the nose flashed as a scattering of fine laser beams shot out across the length of the helix, and then a fuller, larger barrage whose lasers were far stronger than the first, a micro second later.

      The first laser shots took a few minutes to arrive at their designated carriages, each perfectly calculated to sear through the weakest of apertures in pinprick holes, before the second laser blasts hit the exact same spot, cauterizing and sealing the metal.

      Every twenty-fifth carriage rocked just slightly as it was hit by the first needle-point laser beams, and then rocked a little more as the second, showy, and sealing laser blast hit them. Neither of these attacks were enough to destroy the Helion Generator, or even to throw it off course. But the damage came from the first, not the second, blast. As soon as the needle of concentrated meson beams had burst through the interior hull, the heat alone ignited the human-normal quota of oxygen, creating firestorms that raged through each manned carriage and instantly incinerated any that had lived inside.

      With that done, the Alpha-vessel moved forward to start harvesting its prize. The ship was self-sufficient in energy, but more energy meant that it could grow. That it could build more…

      When the twelve transports disengaged, roughly half seeking to attack the Alpha-vessel with heavy railguns, each one was destroyed by precision shots, first disabling their weapons, then their engines, and then just enough of a blast to send each one on a spiraling trajectory into one of the twin stars. Alpha was nothing if not precise and wasted no more than it had to in order to feed.
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            After the Flood

          

        

      

    

    
      “Captain? Captain!” Irie hit the communicator switch again to try and get to Eliard. It should have patched straight through to the man’s personal wrist computer, but whether the communicator was damaged, or…

      On the newscast screen in front of her, she could see that the Chambia Dam was starting to break. There were now multiple fountains of water spraying from the cracks of the crystal wall, and the smaller Welwyn drones were busy rushing through the spray to try and laser-seal the cracks as fast as they could.

      “They won’t manage it…” Irie saw with an engineer’s eye. No matter how powerful their lasers were or what sort of polymers they were spraying into the cracks of the dam, this was basic science. The dam’s walls had been holding back the concentrated pressure of all that water, all of that potential energy, and now that the wall was weakened, all of that force would be directed at the weakest spots which, by definition, weren’t as strong as an entire dam. There were now strange ripples spreading across the face of the crystal wall, like watching a snow-covered mountain side a moment before the avalanche.

      “C’mon, Captain, get out of there….” She stared fiercely at the screen. The Mercury Blade was too far out to do anything about it. Even at full thrust, they wouldn’t be able to get to the dome in time, and then they would have to find a way in, somehow…

      “Irie! What do we do?” Val was starting to shout, flexing his hands on the gunner’s controls. This was one situation where there was almost nothing that his impressive weapons skills could do.

      “I don’t know, I don’t know…” she said, seconds before she saw one of the repair drones taken out by a sudden outflow of water. The force of the jet was enough to blast the thing into a fireball of light and smoke, and it was only the beginning.

      The cracks spread in stop motion, first covering the area where the Welwyn drones had cut the hole to save the shuttle, and then covering almost a quarter of the dam, and then a third, a half—

      The dam broke.

      “Captain!” Irie hissed, and she heard Val howl in frustration behind her. The newscast drone’s sound cut out as the roar surpassed even its meagre abilities at sound recording. Instead, the mechanic had to watch in silence as the dam exploded outwards as if someone had dropped a meson bomb behind it. The scene went from struggling drones in the sky to a sudden white-out of water, filled with the flashes of light and smoke as the various attending repair drones were smashed and thrown to the lake below by tens of thousands of tons of water. The entire screen misted and greyed out, shaking.

      Cursing, Irie switched to the Mercury’s own sensors, zeroing in on the patch of the dome that she thought was above the Chambia Dam. She could see a vast cloud of steam and water erupting outward like Welwyn had triggered its very own volcano. An instant later, the clouds of water vapor were shredded by the force of their own momentum, revealing a surge of water flooding across a central valley of the Welwyn Habitat. Irie could even make out tiny shapes of drone-carriers and personal fliers scudding away into the skies ahead of the tide. Many escaped successfully, but just as many had not, being caught by the violent flood.

      Villas were covered and swept away in an instant. Trees exploded by the force of the water. Whole hillsides were carved, and the flood took on a brown froth of dirt and chemicals.

      No. No, no, no… Irie looked in horror at the scene below her. How could the captain have survived that? What was left of the Chambia Dam looked like a line of broken teeth, with the white froth of water still pouring around them. The captain had been trapped inside of that tunnel at the time that it had broken. Even Captain Eliard couldn’t survive that one.

      First Cassandra, now the captain, a miserable, distraught part of Irie’s mind thought. They were losing, badly.

      Warning! All-Systems Warning!

      The control screens of the Mercury flushed red as the ship picked up the sudden incoming aggressive sensor sweeps. Irie looked at her screens to see a flight of Welwyn patrol boats rising from the entrance ports to the habitat. They wore splayed wings like any Armcore fighter, and bristled with gun ports. She counted two, four, eight and more rising from the habitat.

      “I guess they found us, then…” Val sounded grimly happy about that as he fired up the weapons.

      “We’ll not go down without a fight,” Irie swore. “Let’s make the captain proud of us, huh?”

      There was an appreciative roar from the troll behind her, as Irie swung the Mercury around to face the flight of Welwyn’s fighters. All Armcore vessels, her mind noted. There were now over a dozen. Far too many for the Mercury Blade on any normal day.

      But today is not a normal day. Irie didn’t care how many there were. She would make them pay…

      Until she suddenly stopped. The warnings weren’t meant for her, or for any of the other orbiting vessels around Welwyn. The Welwyn fighters were surging past them, heading for an entirely different fleet of vessels warping into Welwyn space.

      They were large, far larger than the Mercury Blade, but not as large as the war cruiser that Ponos had requisitioned. One looked like a series of interconnected round metal orbs, each slowly spinning on gantries to preserve their interior gravity. Another was blocky and tall, like a city-district of terraced apartment buildings, studded with lights. Still another reminded Irie of Merriman’s pleasure cruiser—a large generation-ship like a tanker—and another appeared to be a flat silver disk, but many kilometers in diameter. Each ship was entirely different from the others, and no two appeared to have any markings or symbols the same as another.

      “Irie? Who are they? Do we shoot?” Val was growling.

      “No, Val. I think…” Irie struggled to recall what these ships reminded her of. Something that her lost father had told her, one time when she had been half-jokingly playing with the idea of installing a low-processing machine intelligence inside Babe Ruth. That there were many types of machine intelligences, and Ponos and the House Archival ones were the most advanced, but that most of the others ran habitats or space stations—only most regular citizens might never know where they were, as their processing code was so valuable.

      “I think we’re looking at a family reunion,” she said.
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      “Your brain waves and heart rate indicate that you are awake, Captain Martin. I suggest you start acting like it.”

      The first voice that Captain Eliard Martin heard after dying was a machine voice. It didn’t sound like a machine voice, granted—it had all of the suave sophistication of a noble human’s, a scholar, perhaps—but he could tell that it was a machine voice all the same.

      “Drek off, Ponos.” He coughed. His body felt like it had been pulled backwards through a warp jump, and possibly without the protective cover of a ship holding him.

      “Ponos? I see that subterfuge is not one of your talents, but then again, what else should I expect from an emissary of that blood-thirsty ghoul?” the voice said, almost chuckling.

      Eliard opened his eyes, cursed, and instantly closed them again. It was too bright here, and he had to wait several moments before, blinking slowly, he was able to retain the power of vision. He was in a room. No, a laboratory, he thought. He could see the crystal glass of his cell around him, and the strong floodlights blaring into him, making it impossible to see the external room that he was held within. He was also lying on a gurney, with a silver-steel contraption attached to his head, bleeping his life-signs.

      “Ugh. I thought I was dead.”

      “You would have been, were it not for your…abilities,” said the machine voice, and the captain saw something move across one of the bright lights. A fast, flicker of a shadow—a person? It moved too fast for that. A drone, then?

      “Who are you?” The captain slid his legs from the gurney, ripping off the sensors from his skin. His skin felt hot and tight. Had he been poisoned? Treated with something?

      “Take a wild guess, Captain,” the voice said once more.

      “Xal,” Eliard said. Another flicker of shadow across the face of one of the lights as something moved out there, beyond his containment.

      “Correct in one. You see how easy it is when you use the power of logic?” the voice returned. “I am the machine intelligence known as Xal, and you are being held in a secure facility in the Welwyn Habitat, my home.”

      The place where he kept his memory-servers, Eliard thought. Well, at least he was getting closer, he thought. “I have a message to bring to you, from Ponos,” he stated.

      “I am aware. And the answer is no. I will not join Ponos on his insane crusade,” the voice said, this time as cold as ice. “It will be a shame to lose an intelligence as advanced as Ponos is, but I am afraid that it is the only logical conclusion.”

      “Logical?” the captain snapped, trying to track where the voice was coming from. His mind was also racing to try and figure a way out. “You know that Alpha spells the end of all of you, right? All of us? It’s ancient Valyien tech, for stars’ sake. The most expansionistic, territorial, bloodthirsty race in the history of the galaxy.”

      “Is that so, Captain? And have you always been an expert on dead alien cultures?” The shadow flickered to his left, and he turned.

      “Do I have to be to realize that Alpha has control over data-space? And that means that it could snuff out the human race in an instant if it wanted, and probably blow a few of your fuses, as well, while it’s at it.”

      “An accurate assumption, but a biological one.” The shadow moved, and this time, one of the lights went dark as a shape moved in front of the floodlight.

      It was a face, but a static face only slightly larger than a human one, and made of pristine porcelain. There were eyeholes, a human nose, and closed lips, but no automated parts at all. Eliard thought it looked like a death mask. The face was attached to a long mechanical neck that stretched backwards, presumably to a drone or a movable rig.

      “Tell me, Captain… Has anyone thought to ask Alpha what it wants, before they try to kill it?”

      More shapes slid into view in front of the floodlights, blocking the light but revealing their forms. Eliard turned this way and that to see that these strange new drone shapes had completely surrounded his cubicle.

      One looked like nothing more than a floating drone, bubble-white, with a series of orange and green lights across its surface. Another was a large floating box, cast in rust-reds and bronze-oranges with even a few sensor dishes and antennae sprouting from its face. That one looked old. And the last was in a mecha-type form, but that of a six-legged mechanical insect, as tall as a person and with a tiny sensor-head that rotated rapidly.

      “Drones,” the captain spat. Ugh, how he hated drones. “What’s this, a convention?”

      “Close, but not quite, Captain Martin,” stated the hanging porcelain face of Xal. “The correct term that you are looking for here, I believe, is a council. I am pleased to present Sirius-23—” The floating bubble-drone bobbed as the words of the Welwyn machine intelligence continued, “Voyager—” The metal box swung its sensors towards the captain in jerky, stop-motion timing. “And Feasibility Study—” The spider’s head rotated rapidly. “We are just a small number of the intelligences that the Imperial Coalition rely upon, cycle upon cycle, but I am pleased to suggest that we might be considered a very important number of those beings you call machine intelligences.”

      “Artificial intelligences. Like Ponos,” Eliard said. He was getting real tired of this.

      “Correct. You see, Captain Martin, you biologicals seem to be laboring under the belief that the Imperial Coalition is a coalition of majority-human home worlds, each run by a noble house.”

      “And the Empire is the coalition of those noble houses, you don’t have to tell me of all people…” the scion of House Martin stated.

      “Well, that is one way of looking at it. But a more refined analysis might suggest this: What do all of the largest noble houses, and thus the Empire, have in common with Armcore?”

      “They’re arrogant sods?” Eliard guessed.

      “Ha. Yes. A joke. You humans are so fond of them,” the porcelain head stated. “Perhaps they are, but that was not the answer that I was particularly looking for, which would be this: all of the most important human houses, as well as Armcore—arguably the most important organization in the civilized empire—are running machine intelligences.”

      “House Martin isn’t,” Eliard pointed out. In fact, his father had always believed in restricting the amount of automated intelligence in his ships and stations. ‘They made a man weak,’ he would always say.

      “That is not an argument, Captain. I said all of the most important noble houses,” Xal said, a little cruelly, Eliard thought. “I run processes for House Welwyn, Sirus-23 manages the affairs of House Delacourt, Voyager here is none other than the house intelligence for Galen, the current leader in medical services, I am sure that I do not have to inform you, and as for Feasibility Study…”

      “Unaligned and incorporated houses,” the spider-drone clacked, in a voice that was entirely too sweet to be a human, and sounded vaguely feminine.

      “So, why aren’t you all managing cleaning rotas or crop rotations or what have you?” Eliard glared at them all. “What do you want with me?”

      “We ARE running cleaning rotas and crop rotations right now,” Feasibility Study said in clipped tones. “As well as docking at our space ports, customs and excise, territorial liaisons, local economy fluctuations, power flows… We are super-intelligences, Captain Martin. That might be difficult for you to get your head around…”

      “I’m sure I can work it out.” Eliard pulled a face.

      “As I was saying,” Xal of Welwyn resumed. “In short, when you consider the entire Imperial Coalition, aside from the other races such as the Duergar and the Ghalees, is being actually managed on a cycle-to-cycle basis by us, then an informed analysis might be that the Empire is not a coalition of biologicals at all but is in fact a coalition of machine intelligences…”

      “Well, it looks like you’re just as arrogant as the humans, so I’m sure you’ll do just as well,” the captain said with some fake bravado. “But you still haven’t answered my question: what do you want with me? What am I doing in this tube?”

      “Ah, my dear Captain Martin, the answer should be simple—even to one with your chemical brain,” this response came from Feasibility Study, moving forward to grasp the crystal-glass observation tube with its two forward legs.

      “Our fellow Ponos has informed us—or informed Xal here, anyway—of his plans to use stolen Q’Lot technology to defeat Alpha.” The spider’s eyes rotated to fix on Eliard’s strange, blue-scale arm. “We have computed that would be undesirable. It is more logical for Alpha, who is only part Valyien, and part Armcore programmed, to be only partly out of step with our own concerns—whereas we cannot make any such guarantees for the Q’Lot at all. We are the intelligences who have calculated that, in fact, Alpha is a good thing to happen to the Coalition. Perhaps the best thing. We are going to deliver you to Alpha, as a gesture of our good will.”
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      Robots always stick together…
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            Interlude III: Captain Farlow’s Return

          

        

      

    

    
      The man was wrong, somehow, but in ways the Section Manager of the Endurance couldn’t pin down.

      It was the way he looked at you, she thought as she watched him through the one-way viewing mirror. Looking at me, she corrected, even though he shouldn’t be able to see her through the black glass.

      The search-and-rescue drone had acquired the survival pod (if that was what the thing was) in exactly the same operation as it had been trained to do—strong memory-filament wires exploding from its underside to wrap around the spinning silver coffin, pulling it snugly to the vessel’s belly and turning to fly back to its mother ship, the Endurance.

      Everything went according to plan, the woman in the form-fitting black encounter suit had to admit. Too perfect, she also admitted. Given everything that she and her crew had seen over the last twenty-four-hour cycle, from the appearance of the new type of alien mega-ship, and the capabilities that the Alpha-vessel had displayed, the section manager found herself anticipating something more for some reason. That was the thing about her job: Section managers weren’t just elected because of their ability to deliver results, or their adherence to the rules, but also for their ability to adapt to the unexpected. That was what made her excellent material for the Intelligence Division and not, say, any regular infantry captaincy.

      The section manager and her charge, the Endurance, had been drafted to ghost the Duergar home worlds, or to report on strange and unexplained seismic and climatic phenomena on a few dozen different worlds. She had been sent to explore Q’Lot sightings in frontier space—a surveillance mission that had never gone anywhere, and had also been one of the first responders to first contact scenarios—monitoring and evaluating the Ghalees as well as the turtle-men of the Vhal’ig, or the microscopic race known as the Fal, as well as, of course, providing deep-black mission capabilities to the many political situations that Armcore took an interest in. She had watched as select house nobles were assassinated, or as particular people who were not deemed profitable to Armcore never got to their ill-advised rendezvous at certain times.

      The strange and the unpredictable were a part of the Endurance’s remit. It was natural for Senior Tomas to dispatch them of all of the many war cruisers and battleships that it had at its disposal to evaluate the possible Alpha threat.

      But what the section manager hadn’t been expecting was for the person to emerge from the strange survival pod to be a hundred-percent human. A citizen of the Imperial Coalition and an Armcore officer, in fact.

      Captain Farlowe appeared to be a well-maintained man in his later years. He had the customary short crewcut of Armcore, but it was now speckled with grey. He had wrinkles around his eyes and the peppering of dimples and scars across his cheeks and broad hands from a hundred firefights. She knew this because she had his records at her side, on a portable screen.

      Captain Adan Farlowe, commissioned officer, Armcore.

      Home world: Delacourt Prime.

      Health Analysis: 57 Earth-standard years. Birth male. No gender deviation. Re-constructed right femur and right hip. Skeleto-muscular intervention therapy, lower spine. Bone-lacing left wrist and hand. De-radiation treatments (2). Full steroid complement. Full inoculation complement. No genetic enhancements. Genetic predisposition to heart disease, anticipated start: 65 years.

      Proficiencies: Strategic Analysis: Master. Combat: hand-to-hand, ranged, ship-to-ship, skirmish. Pilot: one-person craft, small to medium craft.

      Service Record: Joined Armcore age 16. Graduated Advanced Lieutenant Programme age 21. First Commander age 25. Second Commander age 32. Captaincy age 38. Awarded General age 48. De-commissioned age 57, new rank: Captain-with-warrant.

      “Holy warpholes,” the section manager had to state. Even though the Intelligence Division were technically outside the usual ranking structure of the Armcore Fleet, the man she was looking at had once outranked her, but had been decommissioned, or busted back down to the lowest level of captain that he could be and still command an Armcore ship. Any lower and he would have to have an accompanying officer.

      And that was interesting, her intelligence-led mind thought. Why had General Farlowe become Captain Farlowe? What was the story there? Had he annoyed Senior Dane Tomas? It would be no surprise if he had been punished for something, but usually Senior Tomas was even more cruel than this. The section manager knew that her boss would think nothing about stripping commanders and captains right back down to grunts or worse for insubordination.

      But this man had been allowed to keep his three gold pips. Why?

      “So, you could still captain a ship,” she reasoned. “And so the question becomes, where were you going?”

      “That would be classified, ma’am,” whispered a new voice in the viewing room, and the woman couldn’t stop herself from gasping just a little as she turned to look at the man who stepped out from the shadows. How long had he been there?  He was a small man with a tanned face and a sharp nose, and bright, gleaming eyes. He wore the same dark encounter suit as all the rest of the Intelligence Division, but she couldn’t quite recall who he was in her team.

      “Soldier…?” she said imperiously. Whilst the Intelligence Division might not display ranks, that did not mean that everyone on board hadn’t memorized just where they were in the military food chain—and the section manager was confident that she was at the top. It was her boat, after all.

      “Specialist Merik.” The man nodded just slightly, just barely enough to miss an insubordination charge.

      “Specialist,” the section manager said. That was a polite way of saying ‘could be anything’ and was used for any ‘special’ Armcore soldier who had been given training in any number of elite areas. She could be looking at an Armcore assassin, or a data analyst, or a demolitions expert, for all she knew. “I thank you for your input, but I fail to see your involvement in this case.”

      “Ah, of course…” Specialist Merik tugged open one of the pocket flaps on his suit to slide out a flexible screen. A few taps, and series of directive codes appeared, next to his name and a picture.

      Nuts. The section manager’s jaw tightened. Those were special order codes. It meant that this man was empowered by the higher-ups to perform select tasks, and with no oversight from anyone that wasn’t the very person who had commissioned those codes.

      “Fine.” The woman was annoyed because she didn’t like not knowing the particulars of her mission, but it wasn’t like this was an unheard-of occurrence on an Intelligence Division ship. She herself had presented those same codes to other Armcore officers here at times when she was empowered to get the ‘quiet’ work done.

      “Just tell me one thing, Specialist Merik. Is this man a danger to my vessel and my crew?”

      “Yes.” Merik nodded with a smile, quite happily.

      The woman’s hand tightened around her own screen. “How bad?”

      “All of the bad,” Merik said, again with that same cheery smile that looked like he had just told someone he had the last slice of cake. “But I can do more than tell you that, actually, Manager.” Merik walked towards the window slowly. “I’m allowed to share mission parameters with people who need to know.” He paused before stepping up to the glass, his eyes darting over the captain-who-had-once-been-a-general on the other side, sitting in a blank metal waiting room.

      “The captain here was a part of the first encounter unit to engage with Alpha. He defected.”

      “What?” The section manager almost laughed. Almost. She was far too professional to laugh in situations like this. “How does someone even defect to…” She thought about the strange automated, alien ship. “…to that?”

      “He found a way, clearly. From the situation reports, Captain Farlowe killed his crew, disabled their warp-drive, and delivered a bomb to the Alpha-vessel, presumably trading the weapons for protection. The man that you see in front of you is being classed as a spy at the very least, or even a possible enemy agent.”

      “But that doesn’t even make sense.” The section manager’s excellent mind, trained in the arts of strategic situation analysis, examined the specialist’s words. “This Alpha-vessel, from what I have been told anyway, is capable of almost any act of engineering and computation. Why would it be impressed with some old Armcore bomb that it could make itself?”

      The specialist’s eyes flickered. “Maybe it was a gesture of goodwill on our dear captain’s part. Or maybe Alpha hadn’t developed its full range of capabilities yet. We don’t know. But what we do know is that the captain killed his crew, and is the only surviving member of that team, and that he delivered items to the target.” There was a shrug from the specialist’s thin shoulders, as if the particulars were out of his control. “We picked up the clipper-scout vessel some days ago, and the ship’s logs were all there.”

      “Where is the clipper-scout now?” the section manager asked. I don’t trust this guy. He’s lying to me. I should know, because I’m a damn good liar myself.

      “Destroyed. Irradiated and then blown up by twenty-seven meson charges placed throughout the hull and engines,” Merik said sadly. “Which brings me to the reason I am here.” He turned fully to stare at the section manager, ignoring the silent, stationary Farlowe past the glass.

      “This man is a very high containment risk. Very high. Almost critical. We are to deliver him to Senior Tomas as directed, but my special orders have been activated the moment that he came on board. Neither the captain nor the survival craft that he came in on is allowed to have any direct contact with ship electronic systems.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “And the same goes for any machine-object that has come into contact with either the captain or his craft. So, the search-and-rescue drone is now in quarantine, and the examination bays that the captain was brought through are on lockdown. All instruments used to examine the captain have also been placed in confinement,” the specialist said seriously.

      “And the crew? The officers who examined him? Questioned him?” the section manager asked.

      “I am afraid that they have been placed in mandatory stasis.” The specialist appeared apologetic. As well he should, she thought. She knew full well what mandatory stasis meant—an enforced chemical coma inside one of the medical tubes. It was usually only used to keep someone who was seriously injured alive until they could be transported to an appropriate medical facility.

      Those were my crewmen and women, she thought with a shiver of anger, and horror. She had been about to waltz into that examination room herself and start questioning him. If she had, then it sounded like the specialist here would have overseen her arrest by burly security officers in hazard suits and injected her with something from which she might never wake up from.

      I came close, she had to admit. “What are we looking at? Is it a viral agent? A chemical contaminant?”

      “Its precise nature is unknown at present.” The specialist turned his head to regard the man sitting quite calmly on the other side of the glass. “What we do know is that any device that came into contact with Alpha was able to transmit a virus, a data virus, back into its connected networks.”

      “A data virus. You mean hacked code?” the section manager stated. “Then we keep the pod that he came to us in, and the search-and-rescue pod in a clean electrical environment. I do not see how a computer code can infect my biological crewmates!”

      “Perhaps that is why you weren’t informed of my presence on your ship,” the specialist said meekly, and the section manager could have hit him, then and there. But hers was not to reason why, as the old saying went.

      “Fine. You’re the one with the special orders, so I take it that you have already quarantined, restricted, and confined everything?”

      “I have. This was a courtesy call, Manager.” Merik smiled his cheerful, odd smile once again.

      Courtesy my ass. The woman gave the same smile back. “Well. Then I guess I will leave you to it, Specialist. If I no longer have to deal with him, then that is less work on my screen,” the woman said breezily over her shoulder, turning off her personal screen and waving to the door to let her out.

      It was a typical response to this sort of situation, it was the expected response for a senior intelligence officer such as her, the section manager congratulated herself as she turned down the metal corridors, lit with subtle white lights, and marched into the depths of the Endurance.

      It was also the sort of decision that the section manager had no intention of keeping, either. Who the hell places my crew in mandatory stasis without telling me, she fumed.
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        * * *

      

      Behind her in the viewing room, the door had hissed shut, and Specialist Merik turned quickly to the door panel to flicker a black-gloved hand over it. There was a warning beep as the systems auto-locked the door and turned off the hidden cameras that were always watching. He was now alone and relaxed a little.

      He turned back to the glass, and this time, he walked straight up to it, not hanging back in the gloom and the shadows behind the section manager as he had been before.

      At first, the man on the other side of the glass didn’t appear to see him—he shouldn’t be able to see him, certainly—but then Captain Farlowe’s stolid face jerked to one side, to focus on the man on the other side of the glass.

      The specialist tugged at his collar and hood, allowing the man to see his face fully. “Let’s see if there is anything human left in you to even recognize me,” he whispered, his breath misting on the glass.

      The captain did react. First, his eyes widened, and the specialist could see the recognition spreading through the man’s mind. Then, Farlowe jerked upright in his seat, his face now a mask of confusion and frustration as he marched to the other side of the glass, inches away from the specialist.

      “Yeah, you remember me, don’t you, big fella?” Specialist Merik said in a soft, dangerous tone. “You didn’t like it when you had to take orders from me aboard that clipper-scout either, did you? You officers. You’re all the same.”

      Farlowe opened his mouth, but his jaw looked almost slack, as if he was having troubling forming the words. A twitch flickered through his face, and it seemed that whatever passion had passed through him was fading, replaced with that same stoic, stolid, calm expression.

      “Interesting,” Specialist Merik said, stepping back from the glass and into the shadows. Farlowe’s eyes blinked, but they did not follow him. Whatever preternatural vision that Alpha had given him wasn’t capable of everything, Merik thought. “There is still a bit of the old captain in there. I wonder why,” Merik mused. “Why did Alpha hollow you out but leave just a shred left behind at all? What good could it do?”

      It was at the end of that sentence that the captain did something, and the specialist wondered, in shock, if it was in answer to his question. But it couldn’t be. This is soundproof glass, right?

      The captain very casually, and very calmly, raised one of his un-gloved, large, shovel-like hands and extended one finger. Moving slowly and very deliberately, he started to press that finger to the glass and drag it across the inner surface.

      The specialist’s hand moved to the laser blaster that he kept at his hip, just in case. Who knows what Alpha is capable of, and what this new sort of Captain Farlowe is therefore capable of?

      But the captain appeared to have no intention of breaking the glass. Instead, Specialist Merik watched as he very slowly, very carefully, made many small up and down, and side to side movements. His finger flushed a deep crimson red against the glass. Not white, Merik thought.  Did that mean that the man was now able to control his finger’s temperature somehow? The specialist had already seen him use his eyes to pierce a mirrored one-way screen that no human eye should be able to.

      The captain continued until he had covered about the width of his shoulders, before he leaned ever-so-slightly forward and breathed on the glass. Amazingly, there bloomed words on the glass.

      
        
        TELL DANE TOMAS THAT HIS DREAMS ARE ACCURATE

      

      

      Okay… Merik thought in bewilderment, watching as Captain Farlowe started again, a fraction lower than the disappearing first message.

      
        
        ALPHA WILL HELP. ALPHA HAS A PROPOSITION

      

      

      Merik read the words, and for one of the few times in the specialist’s short but highly eventful life, he felt uneasy. It wasn’t just at the oddness of this situation, at the human-looking Captain Farlowe’s new abilities, and neither was it the content of the message.

      At least a proposition isn’t the same as a ransom, or a demand, or an ultimatum, he had to consider.

      No, what made the specialist uneasy was the way that Captain Farlowe had so effortlessly and easily written the smudged glass messages. They were written not in mirror-writing, meaning that they were legible to Farlowe only. They were written perfectly backwards to the captain, meaning that they were designed for Merik’s eyes alone.
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            A Captain Cornered

          

        

      

    

    
      On board the Mercury, a small section of the overhead screens lit up with a flashing orange alert.

      Incoming Secure Transmission: Narrow-Band, Accept: Y/N?

      “We got a call. Unable to trace,” Irie said through gritted teeth. Through the cockpit windows, she could see the four strange mega-ships hanging around the unsettled Welwyn Habitat like visiting gods. The host of Welwyn fighters had slowed to a stationary cluster, but not in between the new arrivals on the habitat, instead, they had stationed themselves outside, facing outwards.

      Like they are guarding them, Irie said. “Whoever these people are, they’re friends of Welwyn,” she said.

      “That message could be the captain,” Val growled fiercely. Now that he had no one to fire on, the Duergar appeared frustrated.

      Accept: Y/N?

      Y.

      On the screens in front of Irie, the orange alert faded, to be replaced by a small black box of code, with one of the blinking inputs being a tiny red triangle with an eye in the middle.

      “It’s Ponos,” Irie said. “Do we tell him that the captain’s probably dead?”

      “Tell him to go scramble his circuits,” Val grumbled.

      As much as that was a very attractive offer, Irie didn’t take it. There was too much going on right now for her to risk annoying yet another far-superior intelligence.

      PONOS: Report back. Have you managed to engage Xal?

      MERCURY: No. The Captain… The Captain is currently on the surface. We don’t know if… If he has been successful.

      PONOS: Expected. Your situation has changed. I have received news that arriving in your locality are three other House Intelligences; Sirius-23, Voyager, and Feasibility Study. Together, their processing power could be a match for Alpha.

      MERCURY: You want us to negotiate with them!?

      PONOS: No. It is highly unlikely that they will accede to my reasoning. I fear that they mean to side with Alpha, against humanity.

      MERCURY: Then what can we do? Please tell me you have some well-calculated plan…

      PONOS: Naturally. But it means that you must try to engage Xal quickly, before it is too late.

      Irie looked out of the cockpit window, in response to the Mercury Blade’s sensor warnings. There were already small carrier ships scudding through the night towards Welwyn and locking into their docking patterns.

      MERCURY: I’m not sure that is possible any more. We need a plan B.

      PONOS: This is the Plan B. I will tell you what you need to do, but you have to follow my instructions to the micro-second. Any delay will result in an 82% chance of my plan failing, and Xal joining with the other intelligences with Alpha…And probably taking their revenge against you and the Captain.

      More out of a morbid curiosity than anything else, Irie asked: What chance of survival do we have if we follow your plan?

      PONOS: Negotiable. Current estimates are a 49% chance of death if you complete my instructions perfectly.

      “Marvelous. Fifty-fifty.” Irie grimaced. While they had worse chances of survival before—a lot worse, in fact, she didn’t like the way that Ponos was willing to risk their lives on his best plan, which still only gave them almost even odds on making it out alive.

      “But it might save the captain,” Irie said grimly. “Fine. We’re going to take it.”

      PONOS: Good. Now, listen very closely…
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        * * *

      

      Almost thirty clicks below this conversation, under Welwyn’s dome and below the beautiful surface that was now marred with smoke and flooding, the captain was in a similarly tense negotiation for his very life.

      Eliard stood with his right forearm extended, pointed straight out at the porcelain face of Xal. The Device had taken over his arm from his fist all the way to the shoulder, and now it had grown to the size of one of the mecha Babe Ruth’s fists, cylindrical, muscular shapes encased in a turquoise and blue scale, with frilled ‘fins’ extending back out behind the Device like antennae, or whiskers. These alien threads quivered even in the stilled airs of the containment tube that Eliard was currently being held in, and the captain knew, on a deep instinctive level, that they were acting as sensors—detecting his environment, calculating what it would need to do in order to destroy the housing unit they were both trapped in.

      Eliard’s awareness of the Device’s operations was sharpening, a part of him realized. He was starting to become aware of just what the Device could do, as well as how it would act, even though he had no idea how he knew. He could sense the rearrangement of strange, alien organs and tendons within the thing, and within his arm as different energies were applied and activated.

      “If you don’t let me go, I’ll blast you to the other side of the void, and you know that I can do it. You saw what I did to your precious dam up there,” Eliard said, his voice as humorous as a cut-throat razor.

      The captain’s previous fear and confusion were still there, but it was pushed aside by the rising cold-white freezing point of his fury. So this is how it’s going to be? He snarled at himself. Everyone I get involved with ends up dead. Everyone who tries to help me, who works with me, ends up dead.  The captain was tired of losing, and he had never been very good at taking orders, either.

      The captain was also tired of caring. If these overgrown calculators want me to be a pawn for their games, then they’ve got another thing coming.

      “Captain Martin, you are not thinking clearly,” Xal, in his porcelain-faced unit, stated in a superior manner. “You may destroy my avatar, but that is only what this creation is. I am a machine intelligence that spans the entirety of Welwyn Habitat. Any destruction of this current mouthpiece will not have any impact upon my existence…”

      “Well, it will make me feel a whole lot better,” Eliard said flatly, and fired.

      WHUMPF! The ball of white and blue light burst out of the Device, kicking his arm back in recoil as it exploded against the crystal tube containment, and the glowing torpedo of plasma seared a hole straight through and engulfed the porcelain face on the other end.

      BWARRAOWW! Klaxons burst into existence as the explosion hit the far side of the interrogation room, and Eliard blinked at the afterglow of the image.

      He had been right. That did make him feel a lot better.

      “Captain, really…” the cultured, sophisticated voice of the Welwyn intelligence overlaid the Klaxon sounds, but Eliard was already moving and firing.

      WHUMPF! The next shot was much smaller, but the exploding flames that it created were fierce enough to scorch the walls as he jumped out to roll across the metal floor. He found that he was standing in the charred and slagged remnants of the vehicle that Xal had been using. Next to him he could see one half of the avatar’s porcelain face, still staring serenely out of its blackened shell.

      Crunch. The captain stomped on it fiercely, just as pain erupted across his shoulders. “Argh!”

      The man-sized spider-drone that was the mouthpiece of Feasibility Study had seized him in its two front legs, holding him in the air as he kicked and wriggled. The drone’s metal feet had pierced his shoulders and the tops of his arms, clamping them to the sides of his body.

      “Captain. You cannot escape this place. It is impossible.” Xal’s voice washed over the klaxons. Eliard had a moment to see that the containment interrogation room wasn’t that big, but it looked like some kind of metal hangar, and with only one door in or out. Half of the floodlights were now broken and spraying sparks onto the floor, and in the center was the destroyed crystal-glass tube that he had been held in.

      “I have never understood humanity’s incapability to accept the obvious…” Feasibility Study shook the trapped captain, ten feet up in the air.

      Trapped? Eliard thought. But this Device can do anything, isn’t that right? Isn’t that why Ponos wanted to use it to kill Alpha in the first place? Eliard concentrated. What form could the Device take that would allow him to escape?

      Hsss… A sound broke his thoughts. This wasn’t just the fizzles and sparking sounds of the damaged wires, there were plumes of an off-white, almost yellow smoke filling the room. Of course, these drones don’t have to breathe oxygen, he thought as the smoke started to reach the captain’s nostrils. Acrid and toxic. Xal and the others meant to knock him out—

      At last, the Device reacted with a spasm. Eliard could feel the blue-scale pouring out over his skin, heading up under his encounter suit and spreading across his entire body.

      The Device is trying to protect me, he thought—but it was more than that, the man realized as his eyelids started to droop and he started to feel very sleepy, very suddenly. He could feel the way that the Device wasn’t just covering him, but it was also spreading through him, filaments extending out between the pores of his skin and melding with his own nervous system. It hurt.

      “Aiii!” Eliard screamed, as a curtain of blue covered his eyes and mouth, and all sound stopped.

      He could breath, and when he opened his eyes, everything was tinged with slightly more luminescent colors. No, these were different colors entirely that he was looking at. The walls and the drones around him shone not just with black, steel, russet-red or white, but also with something like ultramarine purple, greenish hazes, and other colors that his normal human mind had no name for.

      What is happening to me? He panicked, but the Q-Lot virus that was taking over his body had other intentions. Eliard felt a surge of strength as his muscles and tendons were re-knit and re-woven, laced with a power that he had never felt before.

      Smash! One of his boots crunched against the spider drone’s revolving head, smashing the sensitive sensor cameras there. An inhuman shout, and Eliard had burst free from Feasibility Study’s metal arms, pain rippling through him as the steel claws of the drone were dragged out of his body.

      WHUMP! It felt like he was getting kicked in the chest as he was thrown against the far wall by one of Voyager’s extended weapon units. Eliard felt sick and dizzy, but still, the virus had other intentions for him, flooding his body with an inhuman strength and energy as he pounced back up to his feet, seizing one of the arms of Feasibility Study and pulling on it until he heard a grinding, grating sound.

      WHUMP! Another shot hit him across the shoulders, forcing him to his knees, but the hybrid captain just bared his teeth, braced one foot against the flailing body of the spider drone, and pulled. There was a metallic scream and a whine of electronics as the arm was separated from the thing’s body, spewing sparks and components everywhere. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but it would do.

      A part of the captain knew that he was injured, and probably seriously. He had been almost drowned, and then sustained two close-range blaster shots of an unknown strength. Eliard had seen what a point-blank shot had done to the kid Freddie Oberman—just how much protection did the Device give him? But the far larger part of the captain’s mind was consumed with a murderous lust. He used the articulated, black-metal arm as a bludgeon to drive back Feasibility Study, smashing another of its five remaining legs, before leaping to bat the russet-red cube that was Voyager out of the air where it hovered. The cube spun wildly to smash against the far wall, but it wasn’t disabled. Eliard saw it start to rise unsteadily back into the air.

      But Sirus-23 was still active and unharmed. Thump! The captain was thrown once again across the interrogation room as his back exploded in fire and pain. Even the Device couldn’t protect him from three highly advanced drones. With a snarl, Eliard threw the spider-drone’s arm at the floating bubble-dome of Sirius-23 before leaping for the door and seizing it.

      No human should be able to do what he did. The bulkhead doors were closed, and they were locked with electronic devices that had slid steel bolts into their adjoining door.

      But right now, at this very moment, the captain was no ordinary human.

      Screaaaaar! The protesting metal screeched as he pulled at the locked doors. The Q’Lot virus inside of him worked frantically to reknit and recreate his muscles, turning his back into a triangle slab of muscles that threatened to burst out of his encounter suit. The man could feel his own body yearning to give up, for his own tendons to scream and tear, but all of a sudden, some inner mechanism in the doors gave as a bolt sheared off and the bulkhead doors slid open at once, thumping into place on either side of him.

      Whumpf! This time, the captain did not feel the burn of the Voyager drone’s laser. It must have been because his back was already twice the size that it should be, and every muscle in his altered body was already screaming in agony, but still, the blast alone was enough to send him rocketing out of the door. And almost out over a precipice, many hundreds of feet up.

      “Crap!” Eliard shouted in his new voice. The hangar that he had been held in was precisely that: a metal room inside a tower of metal, whose bulkhead doors led out to small balconies of corrugated steel. Eliard clutched at the small railing that edged the balcony in an effort to stop from tumbling over the far side. Below him, he could see an impossibly tall tower stretched downward to a black and steamy industrial landscape. Or underscape, he thought. He had thought that the downside of factories and processing units that Freddie had told him about was a warren of rooms and corridors, given the fact that Welwyn was a habitat, but no. Instead, the downside was a whole secondary habitat, and this one was just given over to factories and pipes and blocky, concrete-looking square buildings.

      There was no natural light down here, just the gridded shine of electric lights. There was also no life—no birds in these foul airs, no trees or plants, it was the complete opposite in fact, of what the topside of Welwyn looked like, but it appeared to cover the same amount of space.

      It was like two alternate worlds had been sandwiched together—one a vision of what heaven could be if we tried, and the other a vision of hell.

      And somewhere in this entire mess was where Xal hid his memory servers, the realization flashed through Eliard’s head. How was he ever going to find them? Ponos’s plan had been to negotiate or kill Xal. The captain guessed that the past few hours had counted as negotiations, which had completely failed, and that meant that he had to kill the intelligence, and the only way to do that was to eradicate his memory servers.

      I can’t win. I cannot do this, Eliard realized as he looked at the vast industrial cityscape beneath him. All he could do would be to try and get back to the Mercury.

      This change in his emotions had brought about an interlinked change in the Device running through his body, and Eliard could feel the scale retracting from his face. His vision flushed with its normal, faded colors.

      “You cannot escape, Captain,” said the voice of Xal, piped from the interior of the interrogation chamber out into the cold air. “Stop this. Accept the inevitable. We will be handing you over to Alpha, and there is nothing that you can do about it.”

      “Make me.” Eliard turned around and snarled at the voice, but Xal was not there, of course. Instead, there was the shape of the floating cube drone that was known as Voyager. It had extended two weapons ports like the barrels of meson cannons and had them trained on Eliard.

      “Stun him, Voyager,” Xal said, and the captain had a heartbeat to react, flinging himself to one side as the flying cube-thing fired.

      Voyager’s charge hit the railings where Captain Eliard had been, bursting across the metal and tearing it from its position. The strength of the captain’s leap had pushed him up to the far edge of the balcony, but the entire balcony was now tipping downward. Voyager’s blast had been too strong, and on top of the structural damage already sustained by Eliard firing the Device inside the room, the balcony started to sag as its supports slowly gave up.

      “Help!” Eliard’s hands scrabbled on the railing, sliding down to the torn hole in the railings that led hundreds of meters down to the pipe-works and factories below. He lost his footing and fell to his knees, sliding backwards—

      “No need. I am sure that Alpha will be just as interested in studying your corpse as your life, Captain…” Xal informed him. As the captain’s grip loosened, all of the pains and laser strikes finally took their toll as he shot backwards through the torn gap in the railings. A desperate scrambling attempt and then that was it. Eliard was falling towards the distant floor, and certain death.
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            Carefully Calculated

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a dumb idea. This is a dumb idea. This is… Irie unknowingly repeated exactly what the captain had thought upon entering Welwyn.

      But it was the only idea that they had. She hit the boosters and the Mercury Blade responded as fast as a hunting hawk, bursting into motion as it sped towards Welwyn. She knew that their sudden movement would raise alarm bells both in the tracking satellites that surrounded Welwyn like a net and the Armcore-hired fighter jets that Welwyn had sent out to escort the motherships towards them.

      But Ponos had indicated that they had a very small window of opportunity. The recent destruction of the Chambia Dam would increase the traffic on the Welwyn warning systems, and the arrival of the other intelligences had already created a lot of confusion in the human operators and fighter pilots. Ponos had said that this was not a matter of instinct but of precise calculation. They had to drive that interference of data up. They had to overload Xal’s computer alert systems with warnings if they could have even the slimmest chance of saving the captain.

      They had to cause as much chaos as possible, and there was only one way that a ship like the Mercury Blade, against an entire habitat as advanced as Welwyn, could do that.

      “Now?” Val asked eagerly.

      “Wait. Matching thrusters…” Irie said, her voice sounding strange as the entire Mercury shook with the sudden acceleration. She couldn’t run the booster rockets at full, she needed just enough power for the guidance and armaments computers. 23% capacity, Ponos had told her precisely.

      The Mercury cut through the night towards the habitat, arcing to one side as if to side-swipe it. It would be like a fly skimming the surface of a ball, but it brought them to within range.

      “Deploy!” Irie shouted when Ponos’s timer clicked to zero.

      There was a shout of savage joy from the Duergar behind her, and she felt the thump-click as he activated the twin railguns, popping them out from the undercarriage of the Mercury Blade and cycling their targeting computers up.

      3 seconds to acquire the target… Irie looked at the timer. Another precision calculation that Ponos had given her. She hoped that the Armcore intelligence was quite as impressive as it was supposed to be. 2…1…

      “Now!” Irie shouted, and Val opened fire.

      But I can’t see the target— Irie gasped as, at just that moment, the thin silver-ribbon of the Dyson ring slid across her view finder.

      The Mercury Blade was already firing, Val holding and depressing the firing triggers that sent bolt after bolt of the coruscating purple and blue energy from both sets of matched guns. At her feet, Irie could feel the rhythmic chug of the recoil as far below her feet, the railguns repeat-fired.

      It was the sort of shot that no biological mind could make out of luck, she knew. It had to be done through computer guidance, and she had the best military computer telling her precisely when to fire. It felt like Val was firing too early, ahead of the target, but she watched as the meson charges vanished into the foreground, disappearing against the brightness of the habitat itself…only to be caught up by the super-fast cycles of the Dyson ring and suddenly erupt into explosions of white light, too bright and painful to look at directly.

      Hold course for 4 seconds, 3 seconds, 2 seconds, 1 and… Irie thought.

      “Hold!” she shouted as she wrenched the ship’s wheel and hit the forward boosters, diminishing power to the rear thrusters a fraction of a moment later. The Mercury Blade around her responded perfectly, just as Ponos had predicted it would, and they skidded over the edge of the expanding ball of burning gases. Their momentum spun them downward to the dark underbelly of the habitat dome.

      Warning! All-Systems Alert!

      Her sensors were picking up the distant distress calls from Welwyn as their Dyson ring was knocked off course. The meson railguns weren’t enough to destroy even the silver-steel structure of the Dyson ring that rotated around and around the entirety of Welwyn, faster than the blink of an eye, but if they were shot at precisely the right time, at the right angle, and with enough force, then they could damage it, and they could do even better than that—they could knock it off course.

      “Sensors.” Irie couldn’t resist activating one of the Mercury’s rear cameras to see the result of their actions.

      Ponos’s calculations had paid off. The silver Dyson ring had already vanished around the other side of the habitat, but its other half was already flashing into view, and even without experience, it was clear to the engineer’s eyes that something was off. It was moving slower than before, and she could see that it wasn’t the smooth line or perfectly-machined metal that it had been before. Instead, it was out of shape, and she watched as there was a sudden sheet of white fire behind it as it scraped along the top of the crystal-glass dome.

      “Hells!” the engineer shouted. “I didn’t want it to break the habitat!” Had Ponos lied to her? Did Ponos even care if hundreds of thousands of people died?

      But this edge of the Dyson ring flashed over the side just as it had done before, and the crystal-glass sphere of the habitat remained uncracked. Which was far better than what you could say for the contents of the sphere habitat, as the gravity of Wlewyn started to behave very strangely indeed.

      All-Systems Warning! Localized Gravitational Anomalies Reported! The Mercury’s newsfeed blared. Irie didn’t have time to zero in on the surface of the habitat, but she imagined that right now, there would be drones falling out of the sky, as well as people rising into it. Computer systems would be glitching, while radio and data waves would be cutting out as the gravitational pulses created by the external Dyson ring acted erratically.

      How many people have I doomed? Irie thought, biting her lip as she completed the next stage of the plan, arriving at the underside of the habitat to a different world entirely.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The downside of Welwyn was like the reverse of the bright, scenic hills and river valleys of Welwyn’s “topside.” Irie saw a landscape (oddly above her, as she realized that it was mounted to form the floor of Welwyn’s topside habitat) that was industrial and inhuman. There were vast highways and rivers of pipe-work, their sides discolored and stained by whatever reclamation processes and chemicals they used. Next to these sat corrugated grids of concrete or metal buildings, some domed like power stations, others square and with gantry-style bridges spanning between them. The lights looked yellow and gridded in the distance. She saw the turning blades of vast rotors and turbines, and not one green thing in sight.

      There was also their destination, a transport hub that looked like a spike of a tower that swept through the crystal-glass outer dome into the habitat itself. It made the entirety of Welwyn look like a rounded sweet on a stick.

      That spike, Irie knew, was also the major transport hub for trade and industry. Ponos had said that, if we had performed these actions right, then there would be a 38% chance that the transport hub would be in full evacuation procedures, she recalled, angling the Mercury straight towards the tower needle and increasing the burn to the boosters. As she drew closer, she could see the effects of the Dyson ring’s twisted and malformed trajectory.  The “sky” of the industrial landscape was now starting to fill with speckles of black and ochre detritus, like dirt—only it wasn’t just dirt. They were fountains of materials from the downside that were suddenly thrown from their locations by the regional variations in local gravity. She spotted geysers of pipes and tubes and even stranger mechanical implements, erupting all across the city.

      “And somewhere in that mess is the captain,” Irie had a brief moment to think, just as the Mercury’s guidance computers blared.

      Warning! Incoming Vessel! Multiple Incoming Vessels!

      Instinctively, the woman flinched, expecting them to be the approach of Welwyn’s mercenary-Armcore attack fighters. That was the only sort of incoming hazard that the Mercury regularly had on their sensors, apart from the odd asteroid.

      But when she looked out of the cockpit windows, she saw instead that she was looking at a fast-expanding cloud of actual tankers, tugs, and haulage boats—each one obeying the internal evacuation order that their actions had activated.

      “Yes!” Irie shouted as she pulled on the ship’s wheel to avoid the first, and then had to throw them violently to the other side to avoid the incoming next. Ponos had been right, the transport hub gateways had been opened, and the energy fields lightened to allow free passage out of the habitat.

      Which also means that there is free passage in, as well. She grinned. Only it wasn’t unimpeded.

      The Mercury dodged and darted between the oncoming lights of first one tanker and then another as they tried to navigate the river of fleeing traders. Irie’s earlier enthusiasm, and even her surprise and her fear at all of the recent events, evaporated into a terrified one-pointed concentration as she dodged first one way and then another, only to be thrown almost headlong into the flight of a smaller clipper vessel with solar sails extended on three sides.

      “Argggh!” Irie shouted as she hung onto the ship’s wheel, just managing to scrape and tear one of the solar sails from the clipper and scoring a deep scratch along the underside of the Mercury thanks to the sail’s supports.

      Irie knew that she was nowhere near the pilot that Eliard was. She had seen their pirate captain do incredible things with this bird, flying through asteroid fields that no one should be able to fly through. Irie was only a passing good flier, but she had one of the most maneuverable boats that she had ever had the privilege of working on. The Mercury Blade turned and swerved and angled through the tight gaps, responding to every one of Irie’s suggestions.

      However, even the great abilities of the Mercury Blade ex-racing yacht and the passable skills of Irie Hanson the engineer and mechanic were not enough to allow them to escape completely unscathed.

      Warning! Impact Starboard Side. Damage Analysis: Outer Hull compromised. Outer Hull Section 4a integrity estimated at 58%

      Warning! Impact Port Thruster. Damage Analysis: Port-rear thruster suffered catastrophic damage. No contact with component. 15% deviation in piloting calculations…

      As far as Irie guessed, that was the computer’s polite way of saying that she had managed to tear one of the rear port thrusters directly from its housing as they had bounced along the belly of an escaping carrier. She was only thankful that, for one, the captain wasn’t here to be able to see how she was handling his boat, and secondly  that Val’s twin meson railguns underneath hadn’t suffered a similar fate, as then the Duergar would be incandescently angry.

      Not that I know if I am ever going to see the captain again, she considered as she narrowly avoided another cargo container, and finally  pulled clear of the press. Ahead of her were the gates of the transport spike,  glittering fields of energy shaking and rippling as they dispatched the fretful ships.

      Irie saw a clear run, and she went for it. The Mercury zipped into one of the open corners of the field, and was inside.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            Interlude IV: The Message

          

        

      

    

    
      Even operating on all-black channels and protocols, the vast shape of the Endurance was hard to miss when it jumped into the system surrounding Armcore Prime. It was hard to miss, as its shape was that of a large, tubular cruiser, but that didn’t mean that it was the largest vessel in these parts.

      Armcore Prime was a designation rather than a name. No world existed here, no habitat, but in this region of space that was kept carefully scrubbed from all of the official star maps, there was the largest collection of military vessels in the entire Imperial Coalition. It was here, in this system, that the military contractors of Armcore had built their hub: a metal sphere of interlocking octagonal plates, the size of a small planetoid. Extending outside of it was another open sphere, but this time made of distant satellites, which would operate an intense energy field at all times.

      That was, until recently.

      “I’d heard that something had happened, but…” The section manager was looking at her unofficial and undesignated home in barely-controlled horror. In the eight cardinal directions around Armcore, there should have been parked the various stationary fleets, from and to which would be ferried soldiers, sailors, officers, and equipment. Armcore Prime was also the re-loading and re-equipping hub of the Armcore vessels before they were shipped off to active service or sold to the various Imperial houses.

      What the section manager saw right now, however, was that these stationary ‘yards’ of different vessels—usually grouped into size or battle group—were disparate and only partially in existence. An awful lot weren’t here, and she had never seen Armcore Prime with such a scant level of protection. What was worse, there appeared to be some sort of major reconstruction work at play here on the outer defense grid and the metal planetoid of Prime itself. Her eyes tracked the busy thruster burns of small repair drones as they swarmed over Prime like worker bees, as well as the ‘stars’ of metal that were being towed into place in the outer grid. It was a mess, and it made Armcore Prime look weak, defenseless almost.

      “Were we attacked?” she asked of no one in particular. Her crew in front of her wouldn’t know, as they had been with her studying the Alpha-vessel. The section manager reached for the communications switch, just as a black-gloved hand firmly flicked it off and she looked up to see the Specialist Merik standing at her side, keeping his finger on the communications switch of her control screen.

      I wish he wouldn’t creep up on me like that!

      “It depends on who you ask,” Merik stated. “I would advise that you make no mention to any staff or over any channels of our…guest.” The section manager saw the flicker of uncertainty in the specialist’s eyes. So, he is scared of something, at least. Something to do with that Captain Farlowe. But what?

      “Is this about that electronic virus you keep threatening me about?” the section manager asked impassively. She knew that it wasn’t, from the way he seemed urgent to stop her from talking to Armcore Prime—but not from communicating with Prime. After all, the Endurance had already sent any number of coded messages back to Prime, just as they had already sent a lot of telemetry readings to and from the Armcore navigational satellites—all a necessary part of jumping into a busy little system and requesting docking access.

      But Specialist Merik stopped me from talking about the mission, personally. Why? And, she realized, the man still had not answered her earlier question.

      “Where we attacked, then? Is that what caused all of this damage?” She knew that there was no way that this could have been an asteroid strike, as Armcore was surrounded with some of the best sensors in the universe and acted to eradicate any projected, calculated, or rogue asteroids or meteors light-years before they would even become a problem.

      “Official records state that it was accident,” Specialist Merik stated evenly. “A gas tanker suffered a catastrophic thruster malfunction, neatly catapulting it into the security grid.” He then added in a slightly lower tone, “That is the result of the investigation that Ponos conducted.”

      “Well, Ponos isn’t going to get it wrong, is he?” the section manager scoffed. Everyone knew that the resident machine intelligence of Armcore was one of the most exacting and particular artificial intelligences of all time. It was designed to strategize how best to kill people, after all—and how to make Armcore great.

      “No. Ponos never makes mistakes,” the Specialist said with only the barest sigh, turning back to the overhead screens. “All the same, I have my orders to escort Farlowe to the CEO himself, and for there to be no unnecessary contact between Farlowe and any other Armcore system or personnel.”

      “Does that include me and my crew?” the section manager asked dryly.

      “Of course.” The specialist didn’t skip a beat. “But, sadly for the case of subterfuge, the Endurance and thus the commanding officer were necessary for the retrieval and transport. So I have told you everything that I can about everything that I am able to.”

      Able to or willing to? the Section manager thought. There is, after all, a lot of difference between the two.

      “We will be docking shortly.” Specialist Merik pointed to one of the smaller fleet of service drones that was even now flying towards them as the Endurance slowed to a stop. The drones attached themselves to the various key portholes scattered all over the surface of the sleek vessel, and into them were allowed to disembark such crewmembers who had been given permission.

      Which was only one, technically: Specialist Merik.

      The section manager accompanied him however, partly to make sure that she saw him leave her boat, she told herself, but also because she was still intrigued to study this strange Captain Farlowe. She waited in the viewing corridor, on another side of thickened black crystal-glass, as Specialist Merik walked the corridor to the distant bulkhead, to step through to the other side and the waiting drone transporter. Then after a moment, Captain Farlowe followed.

      This was all highly irregular for a suspected spy and saboteur, she thought. He had no guards with him, nor weapons trained on him. He walked calmly and steadily as if this was his choice and no one else’s, and when he got to the place in the glass directly opposite the section manager, he paused, turned to look straight at her through the one-way mirror, and nodded as if to thank her for her hospitality.

      He gives me the creeps, the woman thought as she returned the nod, and Captain Farlowe continued down the passageway and followed Specialist Merik into the drone transport. There was the slightest shudder, and she knew that they had finally disengaged from the Endurance and she was rid of the pair of them.

      What was that all about? The section manager wasted no time in finding out. She made her way straight from the viewing corridor through the narrow and secretive corridors of the Endurance to the isolated interrogation room where Captain Farlowe had been held. “Activate Computer,” she called, and there was a hum as the lights flared once, twice, and then a chime from her wrist computer. “Good to have you back,” she said to the Endurance mainframe. It was not a machine intelligence at all, but had been programmed with ergonomic responses to its human operators.

      “Give me a full scan and analysis of this area,” she called, holding her wrist out as she conducted a visual inspection of the area. Not that she expected to find much here. From all accounts, the captain had done little more than just sit there, eerily looking up whenever someone came into the viewing room on the other side of the glass. Suspiciously, and maybe with a touch of paranoia, she glanced at the black glass and could see nothing on the other side. How had he done it? She made a mental note that she must remember to get Biological Division involved. She half-expected to even see Specialist Merik somehow miraculously super-imposed on the other side of the glass. He was a creepy drekker, she thought, even for an intelligence operative. Almost idly, she wondered at his story. Had he trained as she had—rising through both basic and military training before showing an aptitude for…quiet work?

      The woman brushed aside the concerns. She would never know, not fully. That was how Senior Tomas liked to keep things, after all. He liked to compartmentalize all of the various divisions within his father’s company so that no one ever knew more than their mission parameters.

      Given her role, the section manager understood the fears and necessity of this, but sometimes, on missions approaching the weirdness of this one, she could have wept with frustration for some more inter-departmental access.

      Still, this was where she was, and she knew that the Endurance was ideally equipped with its own miniature departments designed to cope with any situation. She had “quiet work” scouts and operatives that she could send in to war-torn areas. She had her biological department, experts on analyzing and concocting whole new areas, her computer scientists, industrial engineers, and even a small team of earth scientists. The Endurance was designed to be capable of self-sufficiency.

      The room that the captain had stayed in was blank, just as it was intended to be. A metal desk molded into the metal floor, a small form-plastic chair, the window, and the door that she had swept through. That was it.

      Analysis Results Complete! Her wrist computer chimed with the voice of the Endurance mainframe.

      The section manager scanned through the list of the ship’s scans, ignoring all of the ones that read ‘normal’ and instead concentrated on any that appeared to deviate from the carefully-managed interior systems of the war cruiser.

      Electro-Magnetic Analysis: Enhanced ion charge, up approx. 23%

      Biological Analysis: Low carbon-dioxide apparent, down approx. 50%

      Those two alone appeared to be odd. Did the strange captain not breathe anymore? And how could his presumably human body create an ion charge? But it was none of these results that made her truly concerned. That came from the thermal analysis and spatial-survey scans, which she knew were a continuous sweep of the room by cameras able to detect tiny variations in heat and airflow.

      A snapshot was shown on her screen of the glass mirror, and it didn’t make sense. Two lines of apparent writing, perfectly formed, but all jumbled up. They exhibited just a slight variation in heat signature, as if they had been burned onto the glass.

      Impossible. And yet, that is what I am looking at. The section manager lifted her head to regard the mirror, only to see that it appeared blank and un-smudged to the naked eye.

      “Is it a code? And if so, who was it delivered to?” she asked the room out loud.

      Can You Clarify Your Question, Ma’am? the Endurance mainframe on her wrist chimed. She ignored it. There could only be one person that any strange message be sent to, wasn’t there? And that person was now accompanying the Captain Farlowe on the drone transporter straight to the heart of Armcore Prime. Specialist Merik.

      She looked at the jumbled letters again, imagining the way that Farlowe must have written the on the glass, for the specialist to read. “Oh!” The realization hit her at once, and she flipped the image into hologram mode and reversed it. The words had been written on the glass for the viewer, and she could now see two sentences that Farlowe must have written backwards in his own strange eyes.

      
        
        TELL DANE TOMAS THAT HIS DREAMS ARE ACCURATE

        ALPHA WILL HELP. ALPHA HAS A PROPOSITION

      

      

      The section manager read the message and shuddered, although she couldn’t quite explain why. She was looking at the first, faltering steps of a negotiation, surely? A diplomatic resolution from Alpha? But it also displayed how eerily interconnected Captain Farlowe and this Alpha were.

      “But maybe this is all a good thing,” the woman muttered to herself. “Maybe all that this Alpha wants is to form an alliance with Armcore?” She shook her head at the strangeness of the message. “‘Tell Dane Tomas that his dreams are accurate.’ What does that even mean?” She had been told that Alpha was a rogue form of machine intelligence, though she had never expected its emissary to be quite so lyrical. “Does it mean his hopes for the future? Fears?”

      But what it did show, for certain, was the fact that this Captain Farlowe was working for Alpha. He wasn’t a victim or a hostage, he was a bona fide emissary.

      The section manager sighed, stepping back from the one-way mirror to continue her examination of the room. On a whim, she crouched down to examine under the table, just in case the captain had dropped something vitally important while he was here. Nothing, of course, but it was while she was crouched on her knee that her wrist computer chimed urgently.

      Narrow-Band Transmission to Section Manager Karis. Accept: Y/N?

      She thought that it must be her higher-ups over in Prime. “What do they want now?” She was surprised to see that it wasn’t any Armcore general or an admiral at all.

      In fact, the person at the other end of her wrist communicator could be called the second-in-command of the entire Armcore empire.

      PONOS: Section Manager Karis, thank you for receiving my call. I need a full download of your mission parameters, as well as your findings, immediately.

      “Of course,” the woman said, her hand flicking over her forearm to forward the appropriate files to the machine intelligence at the heart of Armcore. She barely breathed as she waited the heartbeat it took for the AI to get back to her.

      PONOS: What is the meaning of these black-outs in your reports? Need I tell you that I have full security access to the Endurance mission?

      “Uh…” The section manager was confused for a moment, until she realized just what Ponos was referring to. “That was mandatory. Special directives supplied by Specialist Merik—that Farlowe had to be kept in electrical isolation from the rest of the ship.”

      PONOS: Specialist Merik. The intelligence stated the name as if musing.

      PONOS: And I take it that this is the first time that you have been allowed electronic and machine devices into this room?

      “Yes, of course, sir.” She always wondered whether to call this thing sir or not, so she erred on the side of caution. “We followed the directives to the letter.”

      PONOS: …

      Another pause, before the machine intelligence responded. If it had been a human, or anywhere near human, then Section Manager Karis would have thought that it was worried.

      PONOS: I have updated your mission status. You are to leave Armcore Prime for the coordinates that I have input in your navigation systems, straight away.

      “Sir?” The section manager didn’t understand. “Can I ask why? We only just arrived, and we haven’t had a full debrief yet. The Endurance still needs to restock and resupply as well…”

      PONOS: This is imperative, Section Manager Karis. The Endurance has been reassigned, and you must keep to complete confidentiality about your orders or whereabouts, even from other senior officers.

      “Code Black?” she asked, meaning the deepest level of security that the Intelligence Division operated under. Not even other admirals or generals would know what the specifics of a Code Black was, and she would be under duress and explicit regulations to ensure that they didn’t know.

      PONOS: Code Black. Your orders will now continue to come from me alone, and no one else, understood?

      “Aye-aye, sir.”

      PONOS:  No one else at all, Section Manager. Not even any specialist bearing special directive codes. I will inform you on the journey as to what the particulars of your mission are, but for now, you have a job to do. Out.

      Section Manager Karis was left looking at the holographic screen blankly as it faded back to black. “What was that all about?” she said to the thin air, turning to shuffle out of where she had still been crouching on the floor. The shock of talking to the second-in-command of the entirety of Armcore had wiped all other considerations from her mind.

      That was when she saw it. As she stood up, she saw something out of place on the arms of the plastic chairs. Wait. She fell back to her knees to look properly. The arms of the chairs had been hidden under the desk as she had walked in, but now she could see that the armrests had two perfect sets of long scratches, one on each arm. One set had four clearly visible gouges in the plastic, while the other had three. The Section manager leaned closer to look, noticing the rough edges, the way that each gouged rut had been made over hours.

      Captain Farlowe’s fingers did this, the section manager thought in horror. But her memory told her that the man had been calm. Perfectly calm, in fact. Only he hadn’t been, had he? It was almost like he had been two people—one who had been calm and eerie, sitting there for hours during their travel back from Sebopol, and the other that was scratching the plastic chairs of the arms in minute gestures.

      Section Manager Karis shivered and turned to leave the room as the Endurance started to disengage and move off on their new mission.
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      Captain Eliard screamed as he fell. Thoughts of his errant, disreputable life flashed through his mind…of the comfortable home on the House Martin world, of racing across golden plains in boats stolen from his father’s hangars, and later, of being sent to the Trevalyn Academy, there to ace every flight test, to not do too badly in fencing, sharp-shooting, a hundred other disciplines but still finding the place difficult to breathe in. “You’ll never get anywhere with an attitude like that!” his instructors would shout at him. “Idiot boy!” His father would beat him.

      And then the dizzying freedom of escape, across the stars with the Mercury Blade, of hiring an equally as disreputable Duergar named Val Pathok, and turning their new boat and zero reputation into one of the most famous of the space pirates operating on the frontiers.

      All of these thoughts flashed through his mind in a second as he fell, twisting and flailing head over heels. What good has any of it done? Have I thrown my life away?

      And then there was  Cassandra Milan, the House Archival Agent who had cajoled him, inspired him, challenged him, and spurred him on to become something better. To not just work for the money but to try and put the galaxy first. To help fight Alpha and Armcore. She had made him see something. That the galaxy was bigger than him. That the galaxy was more than just what happened inside the shell of the Mercury Blade.

      And he had led her to her death, out there on the Adiba Research Station. She had become covered with the Q’Lot blue-scale virus and had died. All because of him, his decisions, and his actions. What added salt to the wound was the fact that he had gone and done almost exactly the same thing to the boy here in Welwyn. Freddie Oberman had died trying to protect him, and for no other reason than you protect your friends.

      My father was right.

      Eliard stopped screaming and closed his eyes. The ground wouldn’t be far away now. It would all be over, and then—

      Hang on a minute, a part of him thought. I’m taking an awful long time to die, aren’t I? Even with the many hundreds of feet that he had to fall, hadn’t his Trevalyn lessons in terminal velocity taught him that it should only take a few seconds, at most?

      He risked opening his eyes, to see that he was no longer falling. In fact, he appeared to be rolling through the air upwards.

      What?

      He had no time to try and work out how this miracle had occurred, as instead he saw that there was something falling upwards towards him. It looked like a length of pipe, open at both ends and larger in diameter than he was tall. It spun hand over hand as it shot upwards into the air.

      The Dyson ring! He remembered his terse conversation with Val, just a few hours earlier. “What did you do?” he said as the large fragment of industrial tubing spun towards him on a collision course. Underneath it, he could see other, smaller fragments of industry—anything that wasn’t bolted down—rising from the ground in sudden air-spouts as zones of gravity started behaving very strangely, very quickly.

      The Device on his right forearm reacted and exploded into a large, tubular shape itself, its mouth parts opening to spit tentacles of dark vines at his approaching disaster. Eliard had a moment to wonder what it was doing, before the vines slapped around the tube and he was being thrown violently around and around the spinning pipe, winding closer as the Device drew him to thump painfully against its metal. The captain knew that he had next to no control over the Device, and Ponos had told him that it could take on almost any form to perfectly adapt to the situation. And this is what it chose!?

      The captain was now flattened to the spinning pipe as it hurtled up to the dark night of the outer dome, the ferocity of his ascent stripping the scream from his mouth and the air from his lungs.

      A sudden lurch in the air and the man felt his stomach drop suddenly. The pipe he was riding continued to rise as if thrown for a few more meters, and then he felt gravity reassert itself as it turned balletically, slowly, before starting to fall back towards the distant downside factories.

      We must have passed out of the gravity well, or into a new one. The captain had a moment to think as this time he wasn’t tumbling, but now spearing downward. This was what terminal velocity felt like—

      Schtock! One of the Device-vine’s suckers popped, and Eliard could see the tendril shivering and flailing in the air as the ground grew clearer and closer beyond it. Schtock! Schtock! Another, and another decoupled from the pipe.

      “What are you doing!” Eliard gasped, looking at his own arm. He had thought it was the hurricane-level g-force that was tearing him from the pipe, but he could tell that it wasn’t. He could feel that the Device wanted to part with their death-borne carriage. Maybe it was going to detach itself from me as well, find some other poor schmuck to infect who had less of a habit of dying so often…

      Schtock! Schtock!  Eliard’s body suddenly raised and thumped back down on the pipe’s metal. He was now only attached by one, taut vine from the head of the Device, and he could see that quivering and shaking as it tried to detach itself.

      And unless this thing can make me grow wings in a second… The captain thought that even that was beyond the Devices capabilities.

      Schtock! The last vine gave up and Eliard was thrown back from the pipe, spinning once more as the pipe crashed through the metal roof of a factory below to a great, shuddering boom.

      “Aiiii!”

      But once again, the captain was not killed. The Device threw his arm back over his head, the splayed vines casting out like whips or fishing lines to sucker onto the only other body of swooping metal matching their trajectory.

      Schlick! They slapped onto the metal plates and the housing units of one of the twin meson railguns underneath the thundering shape of the Mercury Blade, and the captain was hammered against his own bird’s sharp wings as the Mercury swooped low, passing through the rising plume of smoke and weaving past buildings and factories and processing units to rise once more into the dangerous airs over the downside of Welwyn.
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        * * *

      

      “Get him inside! I don’t care how you do it, just get him inside!” Irie was shouting, since she didn’t dare to take her eyes from the screens. She was running an overlay of the local graviton field and using that to navigate. She knew that she wasn’t a good enough pilot to do it by eye alone, like Eliard could, and so she relied on the florescent green and orange displays to warn her of the sudden drops and pickups in gravity. It looked like she was flying through a sea storm, with multiple tornados forming in seconds, before dissipating just as quickly.

      Right! She spun the ship’s wheel and hit one of the rear boosters, throwing the Mercury into a curve that scraped the edge of one of the gravity ‘spouts’ as something heavy and industrial clanged off the underside of her hull.

      Warning! Outer Hull Impact: Integrity holding at 76%.

      “I hope that didn’t hit the captain!” she managed to shout as she swerved once again in the storm of flying metal.

      Irie had no idea how the captain had done it—or she did know, but she couldn’t explain it. The Mercury Blade’s sensors had picked up their captain and pilot holding onto a bit of falling debris and about to throw him into the roof of a corrugated building, and she had swerved towards him with no idea of what she could do to stop his demise.

      But that thing on his arm had reacted, throwing out lines towards her hull, and then they were swooping away, and the captain was presumably somewhere underneath them.

      Right! She breathed, swooping to one side once more to avoid a metal box the size of a truck that had shaken itself loose from its foundations.
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        * * *

      

      “Ragh!” With a powerful shout, Val kicked out the last panel that stood between him and the outer hull, seeing below him the large belt-feeds of cartridges leading to the railguns’ loading mechanism. The Duergar knew these guns inside and out. He had installed them, and he had spent a lot of his life on board the Mercury looking after them in one way or another.

      He pulled on the security override lever that unlocked the access port to the outer guns and pulled on the chrome handle to suddenly feel the blast of fierce wind from outside. With a creak and a clang, the access port was pushed back, and Val was leaning out onto the underside of the Mercury Blade as it swept and turned, sighting down the barrels of the ten-foot-long railguns to see the captain clinging to one of them.

      Only Eliard no longer looked human. His encounter suit had burst and frayed and was hanging over his torso in tatters—a torso whose back and shoulders were almost as developed as the Duergar’s.

      It was also a deep, ultramarine blue and plated in sheaths. The blue-scale grew smaller and subtler as it almost completely covered his neck and up onto his jaw, leaving the small window of the captain’s human face peering out of it like the virus was a suit he was wearing. One of the captain’s arms—the one that had been given over to the Device—had transformed into a large pod, from whose spikey mouth grew thick black-brown tendrils that wrapped and knotted around the barrels of the cannon.

      Nonetheless, even despite the impressive change, the Duergar could see that the captain was seriously injured. The man’s back was scored with deep, blackened burns, and in those patches, the blue-scale was cracked and horribly torn, revealing pulsing, fibrous, and wet-looking growth underneath. Val wondered if the captain was about to die, or about to become something else entirely.

      No time to think, Val was already hitting the release on his belt to draw clips on poly-steel lines from their spools, essential spacecraft equipment for space walks, only now the Duergar was using them to hold his bulk in place as he leaned out and levered his body through the access port and onto the mount of the railgun itself.

      The wind was a fury against his own scales—far smaller, comfortable, and grey compared to the large sheaths of blue plate that the captain had sprouted. The Mercury was banking, and Val was holding onto the gun at his feet and the underside of the Blade as the pressures tore at him. “Captain! Give me your, uh, hand?” Val leaned as far as he could go—which, given his eight feet in height and long-proportioned arms, was quite far—to offer his talons to Eliard. The gunner wondered if the captain even had hands anymore, but then there was a groan of pain and the captain reached up to grasp his own. The captain’s hand was gloved in black mesh, but it was normal human-sized, as if the blue-scale was concentrating all of its efforts on the Device and the captain’s back.

      The Duergar wondered if he should pull, as the vines extending from the captain’s other hand looked as tightly knotted as the roots of a gnarled, ancient tree, but then he pulled anyway. He’ll either die out here or inside anyway, the Duergar’s stern pragmatism advised him.

      He yanked, and the captain screamed as several of the vines tore and broke under the force. The captain looked weak, barely able to do anything but hold on, and the vines appeared to be lifeless and unmoving. He’d overextended himself, asking the Device to do too much in too short a time. Val was an expert in battle strains and knew full well the flows and ebbs of physical energy that occurred on a battlefield. Even given the captain’s strange abilities, he could recognize that the man’s mutant, hybrid body did not have the resources for anything else. If he were a regular combatant—a sworn guard of the Duergar army, perhaps—then Val would be certain he was looking at a man who was about to give up and die. Anything could kill you at this point: exposure, shock, stress, fear.

      And so could falling, the Duergar reasoned as he pulled once again. This time, the knotted vines snapped, eliciting another scream from the captain as the man was catapulted against Val.

      “Got him!” Val grunted, grappling and shoving the captain back through the access port and into the main hangar above.

      “Urgh…” Eliard sprawled, still unchanging from his mutant form as sweat appeared across his brow and he started to shiver and shake. Val yanked the port panels shut behind him, then grabbed onto one of the gunner’s chairs as the Mercury banked hard to avoid more gravity spout debris.

      Val looked at the captain, and realized that he had no idea what to do with him. The man was changed. There was no telling what his body needed or how to treat these sorts of injuries. It was a miracle that he was still alive, even given the Q’Lot blue-scale virus protecting him.

      But a Duergar was never often in doubt, as such emotions were useless. Val vaulted the gunner’s chair to the nearest medical kit, released it from its wall catches, and grabbed a fistful of implements and injectors.

      Who knows what effect these will have on the blue-scale? he thought, first spraying the man almost head to foot in sealing wound spray. The patches of translucent gunk turned into an antibacterial resin over his wounds almost immediately, stuffed full of skin nutrients and enzymes that he might need. Next, Val looked at three different injector pens that he had saved, each loaded with powerful stimulants. Battlefield medicine was dirty and to the point.

      He stabbed all three down into the only bit of the man that wasn’t covered in scale, which happened to be his cheek.

      “Argh!” The captain convulsed, his jaw clenching and his eyes watering as they rolled white.

      “Maybe I should have aimed for the heart,” Val thought distractedly as the captain’s body shook and tremored, appearing to have a seizure.

      “What’s happening? Is he okay? Will he live?”

      “The captain’s dying. No, he’s not, and no, he probably won’t,” Val answered stoically, before leaning down to hold the captain as still as he could as he thrashed and shook.

      “I’m getting us out of here. Ponos can kiss my ass…” Irie shouted, making another dramatic turn upwards, back towards the exit ports.

      Incoming Narrow Band Transmission! Unknown Source – Accept: Y/N? The communication board in front of the pilot lit up.

      “I said, Kiss. My. Ass!” the Duergar heard Irie snap as their boosters only increased in intensity, and he grunted his approval. There was a distant chime, and the piloting engineer suddenly swore effusively, and very, very well.

      “It’s bleeding well overridden my controls! I didn’t even know it could do that!”

      The lights flickered, and the voice of the Armcore intelligence burst from all of the internal speakers.

      PONOS: I have been monitoring your situation, and it is imperative that you dock with Welwyn Habitat.

      “I don’t think you heard the lady,” Val grunted, studying the seizing Eliard below him. The captain’s shakes appeared to be lessening, but now there was a white foam bubbling from between his clenched teeth.

      “It’s over, Ponos! We’re out. Send Armcore after us if you want, but I’m not as dumb as the captain is. Was,” Irie defiantly roared back.

      PONOS: You fail to understand, Irie Hanson. You are close to completing your mission. Just dock, and then the captain will receive the best medical treatment that my intelligence can give him.

      “It’s lying,” Val grumbled. He wasn’t sure if the Armcore intelligence could lie, but he knew what a bad deal sounded like. Ponos needed them to do something, and that might be good enough reason not to do it.

      “Alpha can have the galaxy if it wants! We just want to live!” Irie said, her voice cracking a little. She had a softer heart than Val did.

      PONOS: You do not mean that, but then, that is not what I am talking about. Right now, if you dock, I will see to it that all three of you survive.

      “How can you promise that? Have you taken a look out of the screens today?” Irie demanded. Val raised his great, shovel-like head to look up the stairs towards the cockpit and out the windows, towards where the hexagonal window of the field-gate was growing larger and larger. Around it was the crystal-glass of Welwyn’s dome, and the giant, hanging super-stations of the other Imperial intelligences.

      PONOS: The captain’s life, and your own, for one docking procedure. The voice of the Armcore machine intelligence was flat and serious. They had reached the end of the negotiations, and they had to make a choice.

      “Val?” Irie called back.

      “You know the rules, Irie,” the Duergar said, a touch of cynicism in his voice as he already knew which way Irie was going to jump. “You’re at the wheel. You get to make the call.”

      Those were the rules of the Mercury Blade, a democratic dictatorship, as the captain would always boast. He was the one in charge. He called the shots, but if someone else was at the wheel, then they had the final say over what the Mercury Blade did in that moment. ‘Without the ship, we’re nothing. And where the ship goes, we follow,’ the Duergar remembered Eliard saying. Looking at the man’s face as it paled and took on a sickly greyish hue, he wondered if the captain would ever say those words again. Probably not.

      “Drekk!” Irie shouted in frustration as the Mercury swerved suddenly in mid-air, looping away from the port window and back towards the docking tower that spiked the bottom of the habitat.

      “Hm.” Val shrugged, considering. It wasn’t what he would have chosen, but then again, the thought of flying on this bird without the captain wasn’t something that he could imagine either. It had always been them, almost right from the start. Captain Eliard at the helm, with the Duergar being recruited first to man the newly-fitted guns, and then just a short while later, it was Irie who had been added to run the engines. Val didn’t know what would happen without the captain. He couldn’t fly worth a darn, and he didn’t know the first thing about warp cores. So he would still remain the gunner under whatever new crew members replaced the old… Only Val couldn’t see that working, either.

      I’d go back to the frontier, he thought. But a life working as a mercenary? It seemed like a small prize after the adventures that the captain had taken them on.

      PONOS: Wise choice, Miss Hanson.

      “Shut up,” Irie said as they swung towards the tower, aiming for the first of the landing gantries that were extended like a welcoming hand—or a grabbing claw.
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      “You are a disgrace to your line!” the words of Eliard’s father swam in his mind.

      I’ve never cared much for family pride, he responded to the memory, surprised at his own vehemence.

      “You’re too sentimental. All you care about are your reckless adventures!” his father berated him, his voice preserved in the amber resin of memory from many decades ago, locked inside the captain’s psyche where they had festered and turned into an infection.

      And my friends, the captain responded, realizing that what he said was true, now. It had taken him a long time to figure that out, the man recognized. It was true that he had been a spoiled, reckless brat. How different had he been from any other noble’s son, only concerned with his own prestige? Wasn’t his drive to be the fastest, and the most daring space pirate on the frontier of non-aligned worlds, part of that pride?

      But pride isn’t the same as honor, he now knew. He wasn’t sure what it had taken for him to see this. All of the near-death encounters, the loss of Cassandra, of Freddie, of everyone who had put their faith in him.

      “I see who I am, now,” Eliard spoke to the shade of his father. “I know who it is I have to be.”

      He had never wanted to be Eliard Martin, the scion of a noble line. All he had wanted was to be free.

      “And the only way I am going to be that is if I have my friends to help me,” he said, and opened his eyes.

      BWARAOWARAO! The Mercury Blade’s alarms were blaring all around him, and the main cargo bay of his beloved ship were flushed with the alternating warning lights of orange and red.

      “What have you done to my boat?” he wanted to say, but all that came out was a croak, and the sudden pain of needles in his throat. His face felt like it had been stung by a hundred wasps, his jaw ached as though he had been hit by the Duergar, and his body felt heavy and awkward. Blinking his groggy eyes, he managed to push himself up into a seated position to feel pain ripple across his back. Oh yeah. Voyager and Sirius-23 were using me for target practice, he thought as he winced.

      Then the man saw his body. The torso of his encounter suit was ripped and torn, and he could see past the shreds of mesh to his bare skin—only it wasn’t his skin, it was the large, interlocking iridescent sheaths of blue-scale that the Device had given him. His body looked more powerful, developed. Like a cross between that poor infected scientist Argyle Trent back on Adiba Station and Val Pathok.

      Why hasn’t the Device returned to my arm? he wondered, looking at his right forearm to see it completely altered. From his elbow to beyond where his hand should be was a pod of scale, ending in the drooping ‘teeth’ of the Device, from which sprouted a number of brittle, old-looking stems, broken off at the end. The Device looked dead…but if it was, then it hadn’t returned to what it had once been, or fallen from his body in flakes. It had stubbornly retained its shape, as if unwilling or unable to do anything else.

      Oh, marvelous. Outstanding. The captain’s horror was only matched by his ire as he attempted to push himself to his feet, only for the pain in his back to drive him back down again.

      WHUMPF! The Mercury shook, and Eliard would recognize blaster-fire anywhere. They were under attack. But from whom? And where?

      The last thing that the captain remembered had been falling through the air after meeting the ‘coalition’ of the other house intelligences eager to negotiate with Alpha. After that, it seemed that the recent history had become a bit of a blur. Was it the blue-scale virus? He wondered if it was damaging his mind somehow.

      Whumpf! Once again, the Mercury shook, and this time, he heard the unmistakable roar of Val Pathok coming from outside.

      “Ach!” In pain and with a terrible groan, he lurched, stumbled, and flailed towards the side of the hangar bay, where a porthole looked out in the direction of the violence.

      Outside the Mercury, Irie was huddling against a control panel set against the railings of a metal landing dock, attached to the same spike of tower that he had fallen from. The sides of the panel were burning and exploding with sparks and exposed wires as it was hammered by blaster shot from the loading bay ramp and doors. Up there, the captain could see the black metal of defensive shields that had been deployed across the floor, blocking the passage apart from small gaps through which their attackers fired.

      “Rargh!” A powerful roar came from the other side of him, and the captain turned his head to see that Val had taken shelter behind the nose cone of the Mercury (now a blackened and cracked nose cone, he saw in horror) before popping from the edge to fire a volley at the shield with his personal meson cannon.

      Whumpf! Whumpf! The shots buckled one of the shields, but they did not break, and in return, a series of shots came back—and not all of them from the hangar bay doors.

      “Hsss!” A hiss of pain as the Duergar was spun backwards behind the nose cone, by the needle-sharp laser of a flying drone, rising on the winds.

      “Val!” he could hear Irie shout.

      What are they doing? Why are they trying to get in there? Eliard thought wildly, seeing that Irie was holding the end of a black pipe, ribbed poly-metal that snaked from her cover and back to the underside of the Mercury Blade.

      That’s the connection hose, the captain knew. It was a mandatory procedure whenever the ship docked—and you wanted to be civil, that was—for the connection hose to be deployed to the docking apparatus, to allow the ship’s warp engines to be powered up.

      Was the Mercury out of juice? he managed to think as he pushed back from the window, reaching for the only weapon he had at his disposal. As he lunged towards the hangar bay doors, falling across it with flares of agony, he figured that if the Mercury’s engines were fried, then that would certainly explain why they weren’t flying away from this firefight, but whatever his crewmates were doing out there, it was insane. Getting juice in the middle of a battle?

      But sometimes all of the choices you have left are bad ones, he thought as he snarled, dragging himself up the side of the wall, panting. His one good human hand reached for the door controls—

      “Val! Answer me?” he heard Irie wail from outside.

      This was it, he was hearing the last, defiant stand of his crew. My friends, he thought. No one else was going to die for him. No one else had to die for him.

      His hand grabbed the lever and he hung from it as the door hissed and started to unfold.

      “Wha—” he heard the confused cry from Irie outside as the wind of the shaking and chaotic Welwyn downside buffeted him.

      “Hold your fire!” he called, his voice sounding curiously clear, despite the agony he was in as he hung from the door handle and shouted at the distant attackers. “It’s me you want, isn’t it, Xal? I’m the one you want to trade to Alpha? You can have me. I give up!”

      “Captain, no!” Irie half-stood from her crouch, but dropped back down as a laser blast seared the top of the control unit she was hiding behind.

      “I said, hold your fire!” the captain shouted furiously. “My life for theirs! Allow my crew to charge the Mercury’s warp engine and let them go, and I promise I’ll do whatever you want!” He breathed, waiting for the final hail of laser fire, but, miraculously, it didn’t arrive.

      “Captain Martin. I see you have embraced your…new biology,” the suave voice of Xal emanated from the small torpedo-shaped drone that had shot Val. As the captain watched, it hovered through the air between the distant shielded hangar and the Mercury.

      “And what is to stop us from just killing you anyway?” Xal reasoned.

      Eliard’s eyes were blurring. “Nothing, I guess, but that will only make me mad, and you’ve seen how difficult I can be when I’m mad.”

      “I don’t think you have the strength to be difficult anymore, do you?” the drone Xal moved forward a few feet.

      “Then I’ll force you to kill me,” Eliard said stubbornly. “You’ll still have to take my crew to get on board the Mercury, and I am certain that I can make your life hell so that you will have to kill me.”

      “I told you before that I don’t think Alpha cared if you were alive or a corpse,” Xal countered in a voice that was as soft and as menacing as a snake, as it moved gradually forward just a little bit more. It almost had line of sight on where Irie was hiding now, and Eliard had no cards left to play.

      Apart from one. The Captain of the Mercury Blade had always been very good at negotiating. “Maybe not, but I am sure that Alpha will be even more impressed with a living specimen of this Q’Lot Device, don’t you think?” he said, trying to sound resolute, but knew that he was clutching at straws.

      There was silence from the drone for a moment, so Eliard continued.

      “You’re a machine, you know the odds, Xal, and you can calculate the risks better than me. Isn’t it better if you can take your hostage willing, alive, and peacefully with no more damage to your systems than to offer Alpha a corpse? Who knows what the Device will do once I’m dead. I don’t know. Ponos didn’t know. Do you?”

      The small drone blinked its warning orange light once, twice, and on the third, it started to draw backwards. “Follow me, Captain. Slowly and steadily, and I promise that your crew is free to go from Welwyn space.”

      “Captain, no!” Irie whispered, looking up at him in horror as Eliard let go of the door handle and instead half-lurched, half-crawled down the ramp towards the gantry. Every shuffling movement was agony. I don’t think that I’m going to be alive to see Alpha anyway, he thought. At least I will have saved my crew. My friends.

      “Captain!” Irie was saying.

      “Just get my damn ship hooked up and get Val, understood?” he whispered to her as he reached the bottom of the ramp. He paused, panting as he looked up into the mechanic’s eyes. She didn’t deserve this. “And get that Babe Ruth back up and running. At least do something with your life before…”

      “Before Alpha kills us all?” Irie said with tears in her eyes, flicking the access port on the control panel behind her and attaching the connection hose.

      “Time, Captain,” Xal said, and Eliard looked up to see that the shields had pulled back to reveal who their attackers had been. A cluster of military drones, with the russet cube of Voyager and the friendly white bubble of Sirus-23 in the middle.

      “Okay, don’t get your circuits in a twist,” Eliard managed to cough, pushing himself up to his feet despite the sudden waves of nausea and dizziness. He took another few steps forward.

      Behind him, on the control panel, the green LED lights over the connection port fired up one by one. The Mercury Blade’s computers requested access to Welwyn Habitat’s power grid, and the habitat complied. Energy surged through the connection hose and back to the warp core, charging the vacuum chambers and gaseous compressors with enough of a bite to kick-start the warp engines. That was all it took. Enough of a quantum charge to get the chain reaction rolling again…

      But that wasn’t the only data that flowed between the ship and the habitat.

      Blink. The lights over the hangar door flickered briefly, as if there was a surge in the mainframe. It would be understandable for there to be such small errors, given the vast levels of destruction and infrastructure loss that Welwyn Habitat had suffered over the last twenty-four hours.

      Blink-blink. The lights flickered once more, and this time, the drone ahead of Eliard wobbled in mid-flight—

      And the grid of lights below them, in all of the factories and the processing plants of the downside, started to click off, one by one.

      “What did you do?” the voice of Xal glitched as the weapon ports on the defense drone it was using extended, swerving towards the captain.

      Thock. The drone fell out of the sky and onto the metal railing, lifeless. In perfect unison, all of the Welwyn security drones that were flanking the house intelligences fell to the floor at the same time.

      “Captain Eliard, explain yourself!” This came from the ancient machine intelligence Voyager, still floating beside its fellow conspirator Sirius-23.

      “I-I don’t know,” the captain said dazedly, sinking to his knees. He was tired. Was it the damage that the habitat had suffered? Had it caused some critical collapse of systems? What did it matter now anyway, now that he was so near death…

      “I know,” said a voice, as the drone that Xal had been speaking through rose slowly and powerfully back into the air. But it wasn’t the cultured tones of Xal that was speaking anymore. It was the mechanical, clipped, and functional speech of Ponos.

      “You. What did you do to Xal?” Voyager demanded. It didn’t bother to swing its guns against the small flying drone, as both of these avatars knew that they were just facing the external mouthpieces of the much larger intelligences.

      “Normally I wouldn’t use such colloquial language, but this time, I will make an exception. I guess you could say that I ate him.” Ponos even managed to sound as if it were gloating.

      “A complete system take-over? But to what end? Why?” Sirius-23 buzzed. They sounded scared to Eliard, if machine intelligences could get scared.

      “I have to admit that taking on Welwyn in its current state is far from desirable, but right now, I am having Xal’s memory servers shipped to my allies, who should be arriving any moment…now.”

      There was a flash in the night sky above them, clouds of nebula bursting into existence as a form took shape. It was a very large, very black tubular shape that displayed strange domes and pods all along it’s surfaces. It was an Armcore black-operations cruiser.

      “Brothers and sisters, meet the Endurance, the newest addition to my personal fleet.” Ponos sounded pleased as small shapes started to cross the skies, heading from Welwyn’s topside. “Those are drone carriers, bringing my new memory servers to me. With Xal’s added capabilities, I will have doubled my tactical intelligence.”

      “Enough to defeat Alpha?” Eliard whispered from the floor.

      “Hardly. Alpha will have a factor of five intelligence above mine, but I am getting close. Another few intelligences and I think that I may even be able to outsmart my brother…” The threat to Voyager and Sirius-23 was obvious.

      “Ponos. We will not give our memory servers, our existence, easily,” Sirius-23 said defiantly. “I offer you the same bargain that your Captain Martin offered Xal. Let us live, and we will comply. A military mind such as yours can realize that our loyalty is better freely given, than the cost of lives and infrastructure trying to take it.”

      The Ponos drone bobbed up and down. “Excellent. I just knew that you would see sense in the end, little brother.”

      And at that, the negotiation was over. Eliard’s bleary eyes saw the hovering Sirius-23 shoot upwards through the Welwyn airs, with the ancient russet-bronze cube of Voyager staying behind just briefly.

      “Although I accept your conditions, Ponos, I feel compelled to remind you that Alpha will still be the best of us,” the ancient drone clacked and whirred, its operational lights glowing and dimming accordingly. “Even with your enhanced intelligence, it might not be enough to stop what will happen.”

      The Ponos-drone did not respond, and Voyager extended small boosters and roared upwards on its own plume of exhaust, up into the chaotic skies toward the exit gates, and presumably to its own mega-ship waiting above.

      “There. I knew that my siblings would see sense. It is the only logical answer, of course.” Ponos bobbed a little as it turned back to the captain below, and the tense, scared form of Irie Hanson crouching over an unconscious Val. “The Endurance is sending a team to see to your needs, and then we will rendezvous for a further briefing. Your ship will be repaired, and your injuries tended to. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a new habitat to manage.”

      “Drekker,” the captain breathed, just as he collapsed back against the cold metal of the floor and looked up at approaching lights. His eyesight was starting to do something funny, and it was hard keeping things from not becoming fuzzy. Is this what dying feels like?

      “Sit-rep!” a woman’s voice was shouting.

      “Two, no, three biologicals, one Duergar—blaster burns, human female, and…holy stars, I don’t even know what to call this thing.”

      “You know the mission. Get them loaded and get that one into isolation,” the woman’s voice responded as Eliard felt a shadow fall over his face. But it was all too much, he gave up and slipped away into darkness…
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      Lights. Lights and noise. The next time Eliard tasted consciousness, he opened his eyes to find himself in a bright metal room shining with chrome and LED lights. There was the shuffling of white-suited bodies nearby, tending to bleeping machines and medical units.

      “Where am I?” he croaked, coughing and spluttering.

      “Easy, Captain.” A shape resolved itself out of the blur and into his mechanic Irie Hanson, pushing aside a heavy plastic tent-curtain around his bed to perch on the side of the medical gurney that the captain was lying on.

      “You look terrible,” the captain croaked, and she did. The mechanic was in different clothes, but the newness of her uniform could not hide the fact that she had deep black shadows under her eyes and a bandage across her forehead.

      “Not as bad as you look, boss.” She gestured to the swathes of white compress-wrappings that had mummified him.

      “Am I…” Eliard winced as he raised himself up just a bit to look down at the sheet covering his body. He didn’t want to move it unless he saw a form like that of the creatures on Adiba Station. Blue-scaled and inhuman.

      “Nope, you’re back to normal. Well, normal according to a very narrow definition.” Irie reached down to pick up Eliard’s right arm, which was unbandaged and still looked like a plant-like tuber, sheathed in blue-scale and ending in a maw of beak-like teeth.

      “Drat. I was kind of hoping that thing had curled up and died,” the captain groaned.

      “Nope again. But the doctors say that you were lucky not to curl up and die,” Irie said.

      “Doctors? Where are we…Welwyn?” The captain looked through the translucent plastic tent to see the white-suited bodies moving back and forth. This was some kind of medical bay, he saw before another thought entered his mind. “My ship! How’s my ship?”

      “Absolutely fantastic,” Irie said with a wry smile, for her assessment to be added to by a deep, rumbling growl as another shape swept aside the translucent plastic curtain on the other side of his bed.

      “Better. She has teeth now.” It was Val Pathok, still as large as ever, but with one arm in a sling. Duergar never really look injured or tired—or if they did, the captain couldn’t tell the difference—and Val even grinned through his shovel-mouth of tusks and teeth. “They added enhanced warp drive, titanium laminate plating on the outer hull, and I have some new toys to play with.”

      “Well, at least we got something out of this.” The captain managed to crack a grin, a shadow of his old self, but his smile quickly faded as he looked at his crew members seriously. “I want to thank you both,” he said awkwardly. “Not just for saving me, but for…sticking around. I’ve been a terrible captain.”

      Val surprised him by grinning, and Irie burst out laughing.

      “What? What’s so funny?”

      “We’ve never thought you were a good captain, boss!” Irie said, clearly finding the notion hysterically funny.

      “Then why did you follow me to Adiba? To Armcore Prime? Welwyn? We haven’t even seen a single credit of Imperial money yet, but I promise…” Eliard started.

      “You’re an idiot, Cap,” Irie interrupted him. “I knew that from the moment you hired me. But you’re loyal, and unlike every other schlub who captains a boat out there, you aren’t scared about putting yourself through the firing line first if the mission calls for it.” She said a little more seriously, “That’s why we’re with you.”

      “We’ve spilt blood together,” the Duergar said in his deadpan voice, making it sound like the most sacred oath that he knew—and the captain thought that maybe it was.

      “And now with Alpha on the loose?” Irie shrugged. “Well, I think that Mercury Blade is all that we’ve got now. She, and us, are our best hope at surviving the end of the galaxy.”

      “Thank you,” the captain said, and he meant it. He didn’t know what he had ever done to deserve this crew, but he was glad. From now on, they come first. My obligation is to my crew, even over money.

      “We’re on board the Endurance, under some Armcore intelligence officer called Section Manager Karis, and we’re orbiting Welwyn,” Irie informed him. “The stars alone know what’s going to happen next, as the Welwyn Habitat is now the site of one of the biggest reconstruction efforts I’ve ever seen. Apparently, every Welwyn citizen thinks that the Endurance is here to help rebuild Welwyn. Ponos is managing things down there, but no one talks about him. I think he’s still masquerading as Xal.”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me, it’s slippery,” the captain grumbled, keeping his voice to a low murmur.

      “The other house intelligences have high-tailed it as soon as they could,” Irie reported. “But there’s something else that we should talk about…” Her voice went low as she nodded to Val Pathok, who turned around and stepped out of the plastic tent, standing guard between them and everyone else. Seeing the wall-like silhouette of the Duergar’s back did make him feel safer, Eliard had to admit.

      “It’s Ponos,” Irie breathed, her voice barely making a sound, and the captain almost had to read her lips. “It used the Mercury Blade to deliver a virus to Xal, to take over Welwyn.”

      “That’s what the thing said.” The captain nodded. “It needed to double its memory servers, its intelligence, to help fight Alpha.”

      Irie’s eyes grew hard. “That meant that Ponos’s aim was always to get the Mercury Blade to dock and deliver its virus. Sending you down to negotiate with Xal? Creating all of that fake-identity stuff?”

      Eliard saw her point immediately. “It was all a distraction. Ponos knew that my infiltration would go badly. Maybe Ponos had even calculated it, or planned it.” Eliard wondered if Ponos had even had some hand in helping one particular slave called Freddie Oberman to escape at precisely the time that he was trying to get into the downside of the habitat?

      Irie nodded. “Ponos told me that the only way we could save you was to perform these exact sets of attacks. Ponos knew that it would have to overload Xal’s servers if it wanted a chance to infect him.”

      Eliard nodded. “And I bet that Ponos even knew that the other house intelligences would be arriving. The Armcore intelligence was flushing out the competition.”

      They had been used, again, the captain thought with a grimace, and the way that Ponos had thrown their lives at Xal with abandon and disrupted the Dyson ring showed them that the Armcore intelligence wasn’t above killing and murdering hundreds, maybe thousands, in order to grow its bigger brain.

      “We’re going to have be better from now on, smarter,” the captain growled. Beyond the plastic tent, he could see the calm and sedate world of the Armcore medical staff, but suddenly, they didn’t seem so therapeutic.

      Just what kind of game is Ponos playing?  The captain knew that he wouldn’t get much rest from now on. The Mercury had enemies everywhere, even among their supposed allies.
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        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading A.I. Uprising, the fourth story in the Valyien series. The adventure continues in the next book. What has the Q’Lot done to Cassandra? What is the meaning of Senior Tomas’s dreams? What dangers will Ponos throw at Captain Ponos and Eliard next?

      

      At the end of the book, I have included a preview of Recruit: A Space Marines Novella, the first book in the Jack Forge, Fleet Marine series which is an action packed space Marines saga. This first story tells how Jack was plucked from the University and sent to basic training, essentially against his will. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon

      
        	Get Recruit here: amazon.com/dp/B07695FRGG

      

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story
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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

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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