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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Maybe the fungi have more sense than humans.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Frack. The captain took a deep breath.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Really?” Hogan said.

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

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

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

      Unlikely.

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

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

      Now all I have to do is to find some well-paying work, very fast.
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        * * *

      

      “You owe how much?” Irie, the Mercury’s mechanic, looked at Eliard from between her long braids of dark hair. They stood at the side of one of Charylla’s many bars, where he had managed to track down the leather-clad engineer as she had been routinely acing everyone at darts.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Eliard watched her storm off into the crowd and groaned. Well, at least it hadn’t been our gunner that I ran into first.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you want to die!?” roared the very large, blue-skinned Duergar, with a broad, wedge-shaped head and tusks emerging from his lower jaw. He was the Mercury Blade’s gunner.

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

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

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

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

      “Hey, Val, wait up!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Er…” El said.

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

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

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

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

      “Yeah, what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Gravity reading?” he called.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      And that is why I have to have it, El thought as he pulled the release for the loading bay doors and felt the sudden heaviness of his encounter-suit as it normalized his weight to adjust for the differences in gravity. He heard the groan of nausea from Irie and Val as their suits performed the same, and they were clomping down the gangplank door and out into the bleached sand…
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        * * *

      

      Walking was easier than normal. So much so, that El and the others could take bounding leaps that covered meters with every step. They leapfrogged over the craggy rocks, skidding onto dusty slopes and hitting the tops of ridges before the captain called them to his side.

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

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

      “What?” El frowned at him.

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

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

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

      “Right.” Irie kicked at the sand.

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

      “Whatever you say, boss,” Irie said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Our debt?” Irie asked pointedly.

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

      “Come on.” He pushed off from the rise, sailing down the opposing slope in silent bounds.
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        * * *

      

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

      “Holy….” El paused.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      It also surprised him when he heard a sudden voice unexpectedly behind him, saying, “Freeze!”
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        * * *

      

      Elsewhere in the ruined pyramid, Irie and Val were trudging down one tunnel to the next, finding the same strangely carved rooms, but then also finding a larger archway that opened into a wider hall, whose roof was held up by octagonal stone pillars, made of the same stuff as the walls.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      But she would have to move to get it.

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

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

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

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

      What?

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

      “Who are you?” Irie hissed.

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

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

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

      “Why?” growled Val beside her.

      “Because maybe I need you to save me,” the woman said calmly as she looked straight into Irie’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “Why haven’t you got your arms up?” barked the voice behind El, who was still standing in the corridor, blaster in his hands.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      El held his breath and waited.

      Nothing.

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

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

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

      “What the…?” El gasped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Aw, frack!” he shouted as he pushed himself to run even faster.
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        * * *

      

      “Captain? Captain! Where are you?” Irie was shouting into her own arm-guard, but its lights were blinking erratically. Stupid thing, she thought.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Wait. You work here?” Irie slowed.

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

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

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

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

      “Wait, what?” Irie frowned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Three!” They both shot into the room, blowing up machines and consoles before turning and running after the mysterious archaeologist.
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        * * *

      

      “Frack, frack, and double-frack! Where are you guys?” El had emerged at the original fork in the tunnel, keeping a wary look in both directions. There were a lot of shouts now, and an awful lot of guards running back and forth under the ring of alarm bells.

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

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

      “Hey, who’s she?” El said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      What is it? El turned.

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

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

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

      Oh, crap.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Override request: Chief Gunner.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      There was a shudder throughout the ship, and a whump of pressure as the warp engine fired. El felt his stomach lurch, the lights grow bright and strange and his body unbearably heavy, before suddenly, with the subsonic squeal that he was sure he couldn’t hear and yet his body could, everything became instantly easier.
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        * * *

      

      Jumping is like falling asleep, El had thought on more than one occasion. That groggy, not-quite-real moment as your higher brain functions start to shut down and the deeper, stranger intelligences take over. A tiny part of your conscious mind is aware that something very weird is happening, but it is powerless to stop it.

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

      Whap!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “My choice?” Irie insisted.

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

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

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

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

      Traders’ Belt.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      El checked the sensors.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Accept/Reject?

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

      “Just a little bit more, Captain…”

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

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

      Incoming message! Accept/Reject?

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

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

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

      “It’s the only way, lady.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      BWARP! The alarms rang louder.

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

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

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

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

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

      But not fast enough.

      Incoming!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Where’s that?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Whoa,” Cassandra said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      His engineer, however, was a different question.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What do you mean?” the captain asked.

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

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

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

      Incoming message! Accept/Reject?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Behind him, El heard Irie start to snigger.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “A new recruit,” El said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Durish Ale,” Val grumbled.

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

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

      “I can see,” Cassandra scowled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Val growled.

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

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

      “What!?”

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

      Cassandra opened and closed her mouth.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Your supervisor?” El clipped on his blaster.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You have?” El blinked in surprise.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What’s that?” El asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Captain?” Irie urged him again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Cassandra didn’t move.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Aye, sir.”

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

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

      Maybe I did… Eliard blushed furiously.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Hey!”

      “Oh, space-crap!”

      “What have they done?”

      “Get your lights up!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The pair climbed toward the hangar bay where the Mercury should be waiting for them, just as a shudder ran through the entire ship.
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        * * *

      

      The lights flickered in the control deck as El’s eyes shot to the woman at his side. “Cass? What did you do?” he hissed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What are you doing?” the captain snapped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Oh, crap,” Cassandra said.

      “What is it? What have you done?”

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

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

      “It’s mad,” Cassandra whispered.

      It? El wondered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Cassandra and El held their breath.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The lights flashed around them.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Are you ordering me, Captain Eliard Martin?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Captain El Martin didn’t know, but sparing a look behind him at his crew—proud and sturdy Val Pathok, brilliant and hard-working Irie Hanson, and now the mysterious and capable Cassandra Milan—he thought that they were about as well-qualified as any to deal with it.
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        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Mercury Blade, the first story in the Valyien series. I am so excited you took the chance to read it and I really hope you liked it. If you could leave a review for me, that would be awesome because it helps me tell others about my books.

      

      The next book in the series will be coming out in late June and will be up for pre-order in late May.

      

      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 short story from the Niakrim War series. It tells the story of Cyrus Jones, one of the main characters in the series, and how he came to be part cyborg. All the information is on the next page.
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        And don’t forget to check out the free preview on the next page.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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